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PROLOGUE

Wybren Castle, North Wales  
December 24, 1287

 

’Tis time.

The voice was soft but insistent, like a flaxseed lodged in his collar, a tiny irritation relentlessly pricking the back of the neck, ever nagging. Reverberating through his head, it urged him onward as he slipped through the gloom of the keep.

You know you cannot wait any longer. Redemption is at hand. For you. For them.

He flicked an anxious tongue to his lips, tasted the salt of his sweat though it was freezing within the castle walls, his own breath fogging and mixing with the smoke from the smoldering rushlights. His muscles ached with tension and fear; his ears strained to hear the quietest footfall lest he be discovered. Still he hesitated.

You must do it. Now. All is in place. The guards are asleep from all the revelry, their minds sluggish from too much ale. The guests, too, with their full bellies and wine-sotted minds, sleep as if dead. And the lord’s family, all of them, are near dead already, their cups having been washed with the potion. Their rutting has ceased. Hear them snore through the doors to their chambers.

From the depths of his cowl, he looked over his shoulder, checking the hallway one last time and then, knowing  God was speaking to him, lifted his unlit torch to the embers of the hallway sconces. With a crackle and hiss, the oil-soaked tip caught fire, casting the dark corridor in flickering, deadly shadows. Swiftly he bent down and touched his torch to the bit of braided oil-doused cloth that he’d tucked under the doors moments earlier and then watched in fascination as the quick little flames sped beneath the door to the dried rushes spread thickly upon the chamber floor.

First the baron, he thought, and then the rest.

He worked with speed, praying softly, lighting each wick in succession along the corridor. His heart hammered wildly, sweat and fear sliding down his spine. Should he be caught, he would be imprisoned, quickly judged a traitor, and then hung until he was twitching, near death. Before he took his last breath, he would be removed from the gallows, his body drawn and quartered, his entrails spilling out while he was yet alive, and then, upon his death, his head would be skewered upon a pike and placed on display high above the wide wall walk, an example to all who might consider this kind of treason.

Do not fear. Your cause is just. You are the Redeemer.

Smoke began to fill the hallway, seeping stealthily beneath the doors.

He calmed his fears. ’Twas done. The rest was in God’s hands, or those of the devil. He knew not which, nor did he care. For the voice that urged him on came from within, the nagging insistence arising from a deep part of his own desire, the words only amplifying what he wanted so desperately. And yet he heard them as surely as if someone had whispered them against his ear. He told himself they came because God wanted vengeance. He was but the servant . . . unless it wasn’t God who spoke so intimately to him.

Unless it was a demon or even Satan himself.

He glanced around the arched ceiling of the hallway, breathing shallowly as if expecting an angel of darkness to swoop down before him as the smoke rose in thin, evil wisps.

Yet no apparition appeared.

Whether the voice he heard was from heaven or hell, the deed was done. Redemption and, aye, vengeance were at hand. At last.

At the end of the corridor, he tossed his torch onto the floor and then swept rapidly down the stairs, his footsteps making no sound as he eased out of the keep and into the black, moonless night.

Soon someone would rouse.

Soon an alarm would sound.

Soon it would be over.

And justice, at long last, would be served.




CHAPTER ONE

Castle Calon  
January 12, 1289

 

Morwenna moved upon the bed. Her bed?

Or another’s?

Lifting her head, she saw the glowing embers of the fire, red coals casting golden shadows upon the castle walls. But what castle? Where was she? There were no windows, and high above the walls, past creaking crossbeams, she spied the night sky, dozens of stars winking far in the distance.

Where was she?

In a prison? Held captive in an old, forsaken keep whose roof had blown away?

“Morwenna.”

Her name echoed against the thick walls, reverberating and turning her blood to ice.

She twisted on the bed and stared into the shadows. “Who goes there?” she whispered, her heart thudding.

“’Tis I.” A deep male voice, one she should recognize, whispered from the dark corners of this seemingly endless chamber. Her skin crawled. With one hand she clamped the bedding to her breast and realized that she was naked. With the other hand she searched the bed, fingers scrabbling for her dagger, but it, like her clothes, was missing.

“Wh-who?” she demanded.

“Don’t you know?”

Was he teasing her?

“Nay. Who are you?”

A deep chuckle from the gloom.

Oh, God!

“Carrick?” she whispered as he appeared, stepping into the light, a tall warrior with broad shoulders, deep-set eyes, and a chiseled chin. She couldn’t trust him. Not again. And yet a thrill pulsed through her veins and erotic images stole through her mind.

He stepped closer to the bed and her heart pounded, her mouth suddenly desert dry. She couldn’t help but remember the feel of his sinewy muscles beneath her fingertips, the salty taste of his skin, the male smell of him that had always stirred her.

“What are you doing here? How did you get in?” she asked but realized she didn’t know where she was.

“I came for you,” he said, and she trembled inside.

“I don’t believe you.”

“You never did.” He was close to the bed now and leaned even nearer. Her heart thudded as he slowly pulled his tunic over his head, and the fire glow caught his sinewy muscles as they moved. “Remember?”

Oh, yes . . . yes, she remembered.

And cursed herself for it.

“You should go,” she told him.

“Where?”

“Anywhere but here.” She forced the words out.

His smile flashed white. Knowing. Oh, he was a devil. Isa was right. Morwenna should never have allowed him close to her, let him into this room without a ceiling.

But you didn’t. You don’t even know where you are. Perhaps you’re his captive and this is your prison cell. Could it not be that he is keeping you here as his slave, to minister to him, to lie with him, to do his bidding?

“If you won’t leave, then I will,” she said, her gaze sliding away from his face to search the floor and the pegs near the door for her clothes.

“Will you?” he taunted, settling onto the bed next to her  and running a finger down the side of her jaw. Her skin prickled in delight. Her blood rippled with lust. “I think not.”

“Bastard.”

He laughed at her, ran his finger ever lower, pushing aside the bedclothes, baring her breast, watching the nipple pucker under his perusal. Though Morwenna knew she was making a devastating mistake, she turned her face up to his, felt the warmth of his breath against her skin, knew that she would never be able to resist him. A deep warmth invaded that most intimate of regions and she sighed as he worked his way lower, callused fingers trickling down her willing flesh.

Lowering his head, he placed a kiss upon her bare abdomen.

She moaned, heat pulsing through her body. Then she sensed they were not alone, that unseen eyes were watching their every move. Someone or something with evil intent.

From where? The open ceiling where she saw stars shooting across the heavens . . . or closer? In the room with them?

“Morwenna!” Someone was calling her, but she could not be disturbed, not when this man she had loved with all of her heart had returned. “Morwenna!”

“Morwenna!”

Her eyes flew open.

The dream evaporated like a ghost chased by morning’s light.

The dog at her feet gave out a disgruntled snort.

“God’s teeth!” She sat straight up in bed, pushed her hair out of her eyes. It had been a dream. All just a cursed dream. Again. When would she ever learn?

There was no one in her chamber, no mysterious warrior about to seduce her, no old lover returning. She was alone. And yet . . . something felt amiss, like a breath of wind in a sealed tomb. Her skin prickled as she drew the bed linens close.

“What a ninny,” she muttered, forcing herself to breathe normally.

She was in her bedchamber at Castle Calon, in her room, in her keep, the one her brother Kelan had entrusted to her. She glanced about the large chamber with its vibrant tapestries and whitewashed walls. The ceiling, rising high above the crossbeams, was very much intact, the fire in the grate burning embers, shutters on the windows allowing only a few gray wisps of the coming dawn inside. Nothing was disturbed. Even the dog, a cur she’d inherited when her brother had assigned her to Calon, had been sleeping soundly, his snoring ruffling the fur of the rabbit coverlet tossed carelessly over the foot of the bed. She was letting the old rumors about the keep being haunted bother her; that was it.

“Lady Morwenna!” Isa’s frantic voice echoed through the hallways.

Morwenna started. Her dog, suddenly wide awake, sprang from the bed to bark wildly as if the old deaf thing was sounding an alert.

“Hush, Mort!” Morwenna commanded.

The beast lowered his speckled head and growled in low disobedience.

A thunderous knock erupted on the door. “M’lady?”

“Coming!” Morwenna yelled, irritated at the urgency in Isa’s voice. The old woman was forever concerned about the future, her ancient eyes imagining danger and darkness in every corner. Morwenna threw on her tunic and raced across the fresh rushes to the door just as the pounding resumed upon the thick oaken panels.

“What is it?” she demanded, unlatching the door and pulling it open to find Isa’s face colorless, her lips tight. Beside her in the darkened hallway stood one of the huntsmen. Jason, a tall, gangly man with bad skin and teeth to match, was worrying his hat in his hands. “What’s wrong?”

“A man was found outside the castle gates,” Isa said, breathless. Strands of once-red hair were visible beneath her cowl and her ice blue eyes blinked nervously. “Near dead, he is, and beaten to within an inch of his very life.” Her eyebrows knitted together and her thin lips tightened. “The attack was so savage that no one . . .” She took in a  deep breath. “Not even his own father would recognize him.” Isa shook her head and her cowl slid to her shoulders. “I doubt he will live another day. Tell her, Jason.”

“ ’Tis true,” the huntsman admitted. “I found him while chasin’ down a stag just before dawn. Stepped over a rotten log and there he was, covered with leaves and dirt, barely a breath left in him.”

“So where is he now?”

“In the gatehouse. Sir Alexander thinks he could be a spy.”>

“A near-dead spy,” Morwenna clarified.

Isa nodded, and she looked as if she wanted to say more but held her tongue.

“Has the physician seen him?”

“Nay, m’lady, not yet,” Isa said.

“Why not?” Morwenna demanded. “Nygyll needs to examine the man immediately.”

Isa didn’t reply. Her feelings against the physician were strong.

Morwenna ignored them. “Have the wounded man brought into the keep, where it’s warm. Mayhap he can be saved.”

“ ’Tis unlikely.”

“But we shall try.” Morwenna’s gaze swept the corridor to land on the door of a room now unoccupied. “Take him to Tadd’s chamber.”

“Nay, m’lady,” Isa said swiftly. “ ’Tis unsafe . . . only a few doors down from you.”

“Did you not say he is near death?”

“Aye, but you cannot trust him.”

“You, too, think he’s a spy?”

Isa nodded, her wrinkled face becoming more so as she thought. She glanced at Morwenna, worried the hem of her sleeve with gnarled fingers, and then looked quickly away.

The hairs on the back of Morwenna’s neck rose. “There is something you’re not telling me,” she said and remembered the feeling in her dream, that she was being watched from unseen eyes. “What is it, Isa?”

“There is trouble brewing, something I sense but cannot  yet envision.” The old woman suddenly gripped Morwenna’s forearm and her eyes were instantly dark as midnight, her pupils dilated as if she had, indeed, just experienced one of her premonitions. “Please, Lady,” she whispered, “ ’tis your safety I fear for. You must not take a chance.”

Morwenna wanted to argue but couldn’t. Too many times in the past Isa’s premonitions, her visions of the future, had proved true. Had she not declared that the potter’s wife would have triplets, all boys, and die with the birthing of the third one? Hadn’t Isa predicted the lightning strike in the bailey at Penbrooke, and within a fortnight, the tree in the bailey’s center had been cleaved and charred from a bolt that narrowly missed Morwenna’s brother Tadd? Then there had been the mysterious death of a merchant’s wife. Isa had sworn the woman had been poisoned, and when all was said and done, it was proved that her husband had, indeed, forced the poor woman to drink hemlock because he’d discovered that she’d been bedding the miller. For most of her sixty-seven years Isa had been able to see things others could not.

“Fine,” Morwenna said. “See that the man is brought into the great hall, where it’s warm, and have someone . . . Gladdys, open the hermit’s cell in the north tower. ’Tis large enough for a pallet and has a grate for a small fire. Get the fire started and sweep out the vermin. Then make certain that the man’s wounds are cleaned and that the physician examines him before he’s moved into the tower.”

Morwenna pretended not to notice the shadow of distrust that passed through Isa’s clear eyes at the mention of Nygyll, the castle’s physician. Isa and Nygyll had never gotten along and barely tolerated each other. Nygyll considered himself a man of reason, a practical if God-fearing man, while Isa believed in spirits and the Great Mother. Nygyll had been with Castle Calon for years, while Isa had moved here with Morwenna less than a year ago.

“It may be too late to save the injured man,” Isa reminded Morwenna.

“Then send someone for the priest.”

There was another nearly imperceptible tightening of the corners of Isa’s mouth. “The priest will not be able to help—”

“Did you not say the wounded man was near death?” Morwenna reminded her. “He may be a man of faith. Should he not have a priest’s blessing and prayers if he’s about to die?” Morwenna didn’t wait for an answer. “Send someone to find Father Daniel. Have the priest meet us in the great hall.”

“If you wish.”

“I do!” Morwenna snapped.

The hunter took off at a fast clip and Isa, too, hurried away, presumably to carry out Morwenna’s orders. Her long cape billowed behind her as she hastened to the stairway, where, before she disappeared, she glanced over her shoulder at Morwenna, her old face knotted in worry. She appeared to want to argue further, but she reluctantly descended.

“By the saints,” Morwenna whispered once she was alone again.

Sometimes Isa seemed more trouble than she was worth. Considered odd by most who met her, she had helped raise Morwenna and her siblings. A faithful servant to Morwenna’s mother, Lenore, during her lifetime, Isa was now steadfastly at Morwenna’s side.

“Fie and feathers,” Morwenna muttered as she walked deeper into her room, tossed a mantle over her head, and stepped into her shoes. She’d just made her way out of her chamber, Mort at her heels, when a door creaked open and Bryanna poked her head into the hallway. Sleep lingered in her blue eyes and her curls were a tousled dark red mass around her head. “What’s happening?” her sister asked around a yawn. Though sixteen and nearly four years younger than Morwenna, the girl often seemed a child.

“A wounded man was found near the keep. ’Tis nothing,” Morwenna said, hoping to stop the tide of Bryanna’s ever-rampant curiosity. “Go back to bed.”

Bryanna wasn’t to be easily deterred. “Then why all the noise?”

“Because of Isa. She is certain the man is a spy or enemy or something.” Morwenna rolled her eyes. “You know how she is.”

“Aye.” Bryanna stretched one arm over her head, but she seemed no longer to have slumber on her mind. “So what is to be done with him?”

“What do you think?”

“Questioned and fed. Mayhap cleaned a bit.”

Morwenna nodded and kept the news to herself that the man was about to expire. What purpose would it serve to tell Bryanna about his condition? Until Morwenna had seen the man herself, she decided she would seal her lips. As it was, gossip about the wounded warrior would travel lightning fast through the keep and Bryanna wasn’t known for her ability to keep a secret.

“What kind of man is he? Another huntsman? A soldier? A merchant attacked by thugs?” Bryanna’s imagination was beginning to run away with her. “Perhaps Isa’s right. Mayhap he’s a spy, or worse. A henchman for—”

“Stop!” Morwenna held up a hand and cut off her sister. “I know not who or what he is yet, but I will as soon as I speak with him.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Morwenna sent her a look guaranteed to intimidate even the boldest of men. “Later.”

“But—”

“Bryanna, let the captain of the guard question the man, determine if he is friend or foe, allow him to be seen by the physician and get some rest, and then if he awakens and I think it’s appropriate, you may see him.”

“You think it’s not safe?” her younger sister challenged as her eyes sparkled with excitement.

“I don’t know,” Morwenna said, realizing belatedly that she’d used the wrong tack, that she was only whetting Bryanna’s appetite for adventure. Exasperation tainted her words as she said tersely, “We’ll wait. That’s all.”

“But—”

“I said, that’s all!”

“You cannot tell me what to do!”

Morwenna lifted one black eyebrow, silently challenging her sister. “I have no time for this.” She turned quickly and made speedy tracks along the hallway, leaving her younger sibling pouting as she leaned against the doorframe of her room. Morwenna felt Bryanna’s rebellion seething behind her but ignored it. Let the inquisitive girl stew in her own juices. So what if she was angry? Bryanna was always getting into trouble.

Just like you, her conscience reminded her.

“Bother and broomsticks!”

She heard voices floating up the staircase and scurried down the two flights of steps. Smoke from recently lit rushlights touched her nostrils, and the aromas of sizzling meat and baking bread wafted from the kitchen and through the labyrinthine hallways of the keep. Servants were scuttling from one chamber to the other, carrying laundry, cleaning grates, sweeping stairways. Candles were being replaced and lit, and they offered a bit of warm light on this chill winter day.

As Morwenna reached the first floor and stepped into the great hall, the main door was thrown open. Several soldiers hauled a stretcher upon which a man, or what was left of him, lay unmoving.

Morwenna’s breath stopped at the sight of him. Though she’d warned herself that he would be difficult to gaze upon, she hadn’t realized how fiercely he’d been attacked. His face had been pulverized and was now swollen and bruised, blood crusting over the wild gashes upon his cheek and forehead. Dirt and leaves clung to hair as black as obsidian, and his eyes were mere slits cut into puffy lids that were varying shades of purple and green.

His clothes were matted with soil and blood, his tunic slashed to reveal his bare chest and recent bloody gashes that were still raw.

Morwenna’s stomach turned over.

“By the gods!” a horrified voice behind her whispered. “Is he alive?”

Morwenna’s heart sank. Turning, she spied her sister standing on the stairs between the first and second floors.  Bryanna had tossed a rust-colored tunic over her chemise but hadn’t bothered with shoes. Standing in her bare feet, she shivered and gaped at the scene in the large room below. One hand was raised to her mouth; her eyes were round, her skin as white as alabaster.

“Of course he’s alive!” Morwenna said.

“Barely,” one soldier muttered. “Poor bastard.”

Bryanna’s face twisted. “He looks horrid. Dead.”

Morwenna snapped, “Didn’t I tell you to go back to bed? Leave us!”

Having seen enough of the gruesome display to satisfy her morbid curiosity, Bryanna rapidly made the sign of the cross over her chest and then raced barefoot up the stairs as if the devil himself were chasing her.

Good! Morwenna was in no mood to deal with Bryanna’s histrionics while attempting to calm everyone.

The great hall, so recently asleep, was teeming with activity. The castle dogs, too, were unsettled, the old bitch pacing and growling while Mort, sensing a chance to best the beast, stole her spot near the fire.

Servants hurried in with fresh towels and steaming pots of water. Others lit candles and cast worried looks at the wounded man. Sheeting was laid upon a table near the fire where two boys were busily adding wood and pumping the bellows.

The man on the stretcher moaned though his eyelids didn’t so much as flutter as he was transferred onto the table. Who was he? Why had he been attacked so violently? He whispered something, a word, and yet it was indistinguishable.

“What’s going on here?” Alfrydd, the steward, strode into the room. He was a scarecrow of a man, his tunic always hanging oddly from his scrawny shoulders. His voice had a nasal goose-squawk quality to it and he was a worrier who sometimes put Isa to shame, but he was loyal and true, a brave heart trapped inside a skeletal body. “Oh, m’lady,” he added quickly as his gaze fell upon Morwenna. “Excuse me, but I heard that a prisoner had been brought up here  rather than to the dungeon and I was uncertain that this was a wise decision.”

“ ’Twas mine,” Morwenna said, motioning to the wounded man, “and he’s not a prisoner.” Again the man tried to whisper something, but it was unintelligible.

Alfrydd nodded as if in agreement, but he couldn’t hide his shock when his eyes landed on the bloodied, beaten piece of humanity laid upon the table. “Has the priest been called?”

“Aye, and the physician,” she said and then added impatiently, “Where the devil is Nygyll?”

As if he’d been waiting to hear his name, the physician burst through the outer door, bringing with him the scent of fresh rain and a gust of wind heavy with the promise of snow. A tall man with an easy gait and an air of arrogance, he walked purposefully toward the table where the wounded man lay. Isa was on his heels, taking two steps to his one. “Isa claimed there was an emergency,” he said. “Ah . . . I see. Who is he?”

Morwenna shook her head. “We know not.”

“Friend or foe?” Nygyll was already cutting away the rest of the man’s tunic and leaning near, listening to his rasping breath.

“Again, ’tis not known.”

“His clothes are those of a poor man.”

Yet he was suspected of being a spy. How odd . . .

“Where’s the hot water?” the physician demanded, and a serving girl set a pot on a nearby table while another placed a stack of towels near the steaming water. “I’ll need a mash of yarrow.” His eyes narrowed on the first serving girl. “Send someone to the apothecary.”

“I’ll go,” she said and hurried away, her skirts billowing.

Carefully Nygyll began to clean the wounds, first tackling those that seemed the most life threatening.

Again the main door opened, and this time two men talking low entered in a rush of biting winter wind. Alexander, captain of the guard, a muscular man with curling brown hair, a square jaw, and eyes as brown as sable, was leaning down and talking to Father Daniel, the keep’s priest, who  appeared as weak as the soldier seemed strong. No matter what the season, the priest forever remained pale, his skin nearly translucent, his eyes an icy blue, his red hair thick and wiry, his expression dour. He was a man of the cloth who seemed to take the burden of being God’s messenger as a heavy, sometimes unbearable load. His eyes met Morwenna’s for but an instant, and then he quickly looked away.

Before the door could close, Dwynn, the half-wit, slipped through. A man of twenty-odd years, he’d been cursed from birth with the mind of a child. He caught Morwenna’s eye and sidestepped around the priest, slipping out of her direct line of vision. She’d never understood his fear of her, for she’d tried to be kind to him, but he seemed to want to always avoid her, which, this morn, considering her foul mood, was just as well.

Isa, watching the physician tending to the man’s wounds, sidled up to Morwenna. “We cannot move him”—she jutted her bony chin toward the beaten man—“at least not to the hermit’s cell in the north tower as the floor has rotted through. Also, the cell in the south tower is occupied by Brother Thomas, so that leaves us with the dungeon or the pit or—”

“The drawbridge pit? The dungeon?” Morwenna said, shaking her head vigorously. “Isa, no. We will not treat this man as our enemy. We will put him up in Tadd’s chamber with a guard at the door if you feel unsafe. There is no reason to assume this . . . man, near death as he is, will do us any harm.” She studied the older woman’s worried eyes and noticed Dwynn, ever nearby, fiddling with the ragged hem of his sleeve. How much of the conversation did he really understand? Though everyone claimed him to be an idiot or a half brain, Morwenna often wondered if his dull-wittedness was a ruse. “Come, let us give Nygyll some room to work.” She pulled Isa into an antechamber beneath the stairs. “Why does Sir Alexander think the man to be a spy?”

“I know not,” Isa whispered.

“But you believe it.”

“ ’Tis not just that, m’lady,” Isa said, lowering her voice, her eyes not meeting Morwenna’s.

“Then what . . . Oh, by the gods, don’t tell me it’s one of your visions again.”

Isa’s thin lips tightened and her eyes narrowed. “Do not mock me, child,” she said, reverting from the affable servant to the nursemaid who had raised Morwenna. “The things I’ve seen have proved true and you know it as well.”

“Sometimes.”

“Most times. Did you not notice his ring?” The old woman’s eyes had grown dark.

“What ring?” Morwenna asked, a growing sense of dread invading her.

“The gold ring the wounded man is wearing. ’Tis a ring with a crest. The crest of Wybren.”

Morwenna’s heart seemed to stop. The castle walls closed in on her. “What are you saying, Isa?”

The old woman’s eyes were sharp, the wrinkles around her lips more pronounced. “That the man who lay near death in the great hall may well be Carrick of Wybren, and the ring he wears is cursed.”

“Cursed? Carrick? By the gods, Isa, have you gone mad?” Morwenna demanded.

As if he’d heard the name, the man cried out in pain, and then deliriously he whispered, “Alena.” Morwenna froze. No . . . it couldn’t be. But the raspy voice again murmured in desperation, “Alena . . .”

Morwenna’s heart dropped as she heard the name of the woman who had become Carrick’s lover, his own brother’s wife. Alena of Heath, younger sister to Ryden of Heath, the man to whom Morwenna was now betrothed. Oh, God. She felt sick inside and felt as if the eyes of everyone attending the wounded man had turned to her.

“I knew it,” Isa whispered, but there was no hint of triumph in her voice. Her lips tightened as she looked from the beaten man to Morwenna. “I believe this man is indeed Carrick of Wybren,” she said softly, her old fingers worrying the stone that was suspended from the cord she wore around her neck, “and if he is the cursed traitor, the murderer, may the Great Mother save us all.”




CHAPTER TWO

“This cannot be,” Morwenna said, feeling faint and chiding herself inwardly for her weakness as the wounded man’s desperate cry for Alena echoed through her brain. “Carrick . . . Carrick is dead, along with the others.” Suddenly chilled, she rubbed her arms and repeated what she’d believed to be true. “He and his family all perished in the fire.” As did his lover, Alena.

Isa shook her head, and her face was lined with worry. “There was talk that he escaped. A stableboy claimed he’d seen Carrick ride off on his favorite steed a short time before the fire was discovered.”

“Idle gossip,” Morwenna insisted, though her confidence was waning.

“Charred remains. Only identified by the pieces of clothing and jewelry that weren’t destroyed. All that was left of the family members were blackened corpses that were little more than bones.”

“You were not there.” Morwenna’s stomach turned at the picture Isa painted. Her head was pounding, her pulse thundering in her ears. Could it be true? Could Carrick truly have survived and was he now lying half-dead in her keep?  Nay, she would not believe this nonsense. ’Twas only an old woman’s deepest fears.

Isa let out her breath slowly, as if sensing Morwenna’s disbelief. “See for yourself, m’lady.”

Morwenna did just that. Without waiting for Isa, she  made haste to the great hall, where the crowd was yet gathered around the beaten man. The servant had returned with a mash of yarrow and Nygyll was carefully applying the healing herb to his patient’s wounds. The priest moved his hands and muttered prayers over the stranger’s beaten body, which was all the more visible as he’d been stripped of his filthy, blood-soaked clothes. His chest was bare, black hair swirling over flat, thick muscles to arrow downward and disappear beneath a sheet draped over the lower half of his body. Dark impressions, bruises, and ugly bloody gashes covered the taut skin stretched over his torso, shoulders, and arms.

“Will he live?” Morwenna asked and glanced down at one hand where the knuckles were cut and had bled, two fingernails nearly missing.

“ ’Tis too early to tell,” Nygyll said with a deep frown. He ran experienced hands along the stranger’s limbs. “I think none of his bones have been broken aside from ribs, which may have cracked.” The physician’s thick eyebrows knotted, his eyes narrowing. “ ’Tis hard to believe, with the extent of his wounds, but again, too early to tell. If he rouses, we’ll see if he can use his arms or legs.”

Nygyll lifted one of the man’s hands. As Isa had stated, a ring encircled a dirty finger. It winked in the candlelight, and Morwenna’s mouth went dry at the sight of the crest etched into the gold. Her heart jolted . . . and a memory, as clear as ice, cut through her brain. . . .

It had been over three years past. Summer. They’d been riding and had stopped near a mountain stream. Carrick, nineteen and already a blackheart, had plucked a wild rose and handed it to her. One irreverent eyebrow had risen and a smile had toyed at the corners of his mouth as, with a flourish, he’d given her the bloom. She’d felt it then, that if she took the flower, she would pay a price, yet she’d gladly accepted the red-petaled gift and cut her finger on a thorn hidden beneath a smooth green leaf.

“Ouch!”

“Ah, m’lady,” Carrick had mocked, “one must always be  careful. That which appears most innocent ofttimes proves to be the most deadly.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” she’d asked as he’d lifted her finger to his lips and sucked the drop of blood that had appeared upon her skin. She’d caught sight of the ring then, not for the first time, as it glinted in the hot summer sun. “Do you now want to speak in silly riddles?” His mouth was warm, the tip of his tongue gentle and wet as it touched her tiny wound. She felt a tingle that ran up her arm and down her body to settle deep in that moist, most intimate part of her.

“ ’Tis not silly. ’Tis true.” Again the knowing lift of a dark eyebrow even as his teeth had brushed against her fingertip.

Something warm and hot unwound within her, and fearful lest she fall into a deeper state of wanting, she yanked her finger away only to see the flash of his deadly smile and the sparkle of amusement in his clear blue eyes.

“Afraid?” he’d taunted.

“Of you?” she’d thrown back at him, baiting him as she stepped closer. “Nay, Carrick, just careful.”

His laugh had been rich and full, echoing off the canyons and ricocheting through Morwenna’s heart. She’d fallen in love with the blasphemous beast soon thereafter.

“M’lady?”

Morwenna blinked, suddenly conscious that Alexander had addressed her. Father Daniel’s whispered prayers had ceased and everyone attending the weakened man seemed to be staring in her direction.

“Excuse me,” she said, clearing her throat and feeling heat steal up her cheeks, as if everyone within the keep could read her thoughts. “What is it?”

The captain of the guard said softly, “If I may, I would like a word with you.”

“Yes. Of course. Come. To the solar,” she said and quickly motioned him up the stairs. “Do not move this man,” she ordered the physician, “until I return or send word otherwise.”

“As you wish.” Nygyll barely looked up as he cleaned a  particularly nasty wound above one of his patient’s swollen eyes.

She hastened up the stairs with Alexander at her heels and was grateful to get away from the wounded stranger with his horribly battered body, tattered clothes, and disturbing ring.

The solar was a large room that could be reached from the hallway or her private bedchamber, and as she entered, one of the serving girls who had cleaned out the ashes and relit the fire bustled out.

“M’lady,” she said, bowing her head as Morwenna passed. “Is there anything else I can do for ye?”

“Aye, Fyrnne, if you could bring the captain and me some warm wine, ’twould take off the chill.”

The serving girl offered a gap-toothed smile. Springy red hair surrounded a face splashed with freckles. “I’ll bring it up right away,” she said and scurried off down the hall, her skirts rustling the fresh rushes she’d strewn upon the floor.

“You wanted to speak to me,” Morwenna prodded as the captain of the guard hung near the door. “Please, take a seat.” She motioned to the two chairs near the fire and settled into one of them. “Tell me what’s troubling you.”

“ ’Tis the prisoner,” he said and reluctantly, it appeared, took a seat as the fire crackled and spit, offering golden light that played upon his rough-hewn features. A big man with a crooked nose and dark, anxious eyes, he’d been a part of Calon, one of the servants and soldiers she’d inherited with the keep.

“What about him? And remember, Sir Alexander, until I’m certain that he’s our enemy, I shall consider him a guest.”

“That could be a mistake, m’lady.” His thick fingers rubbed the hilt of his sword nervously, tracing the intricate carving on the weapon’s handle.

“Why?”

“Mayhap we should consider him an enemy until he proves otherwise.”

“You think he’s dangerous?”

“Aye.”

“But he’s near death.” She tapped a finger on the worn arm of the chair and tried not to think that the man could be Carrick. Nay, that was impossible. “I doubt he’ll harm anyone.”

“ ’Tis never a sin to be careful,” he said, and Carrick’s own warning, issued on the summer breeze so long ago, again teased her mind. “One must always be careful. That which appears most innocent ofttimes proves to be the most deadly.”

Alexander’s dark gaze touched hers, and not for the first time did she notice something in those brown eyes, something he quickly disguised as he glanced away.

A sharp rap on the door broke the uncomfortable silence. “ ’Tis Fyrnne, m’lady,” a soft voice called.

“Come in, please.”

“The cook, he thought ye might like a little nibble as well.” Carrying a wide tray, the servant bustled in. She set the tray upon the small table between Morwenna and the captain of the guard.

“Ah, thank you,” Morwenna said as Fyrnne left a basket of warm bread and small dishes of jellied eggs, salted eel, and baked apples. Morwenna’s stomach grumbled as she offered Alexander a cup. “That will be all, Fyrnne.”

“As ye wish.”

Once Fyrnne slipped outside the door, Morwenna turned her gaze onto the captain of the guard. “Now, tell me, Alexander. You think the man downstairs is dangerous. Why?”

“He was found not far from the castle, hidden in a copse of trees that overlook the road to the rear gate.”

“And beaten within an inch of his life. Did he have any weapons upon him?”

“Aye, a dagger strapped to one leg, within his boot. And a sword.”

“Sheathed?”

“Aye.”

“Was there any blood upon it?”

Alexander shook his head and took a swallow from his cup. “Nay.”

“So he did not even defend himself from this attack?”

“Not with a weapon that we can determine. The sheriff and some of his men are searching the area near the spot where the man was found.”

“For others?”

“To try to learn what happened.”

“Was he robbed?”

“Not of his weapons, nor of his ring, but he had no horse nor cart nor purse upon him, so, aye, he could have been.”

She plopped a jellied egg into her mouth and ignored the pounding of her pulse as she chewed. The man downstairs may be Carrick. Were there not rumors that he had escaped the blaze that had taken the lives of his family? Was there not gossip that a stableboy had seen him ride off? Had it not been conjectured that Carrick himself had started the fatal blaze? Why? What reason would cause him to kill his entire family? It was certainly not to inherit the keep, as he had let everyone think himself dead. No one had seen him in over a year, since the rumor spread by the stableboy.

Until now.

“It seems to me we should fear those who besieged this man rather than the man himself.”

Alexander studied the contents of his mazer before looking directly at her. “He wears the ring of Wybren.”

Her heart nearly froze. “So I saw, but Wybren is not our enemy.”

“There is much amiss at Wybren.”

So there was. Everyone who noticed the ring would remember the blaze that ravaged Wybren Keep a year ago last Christmas Eve and the accusations that Baron Graydynn, now lord of the castle, had done little to squelch. “You are speaking of the fire?”

“It killed at least seven people. Nearly every member of the baron Dafydd’s family, including his wife, five children, and his daughter-in-law. The only one who escaped was his son Carrick. And there is talk that it was murder.”

She fingered her mazer of wine. “You think Carrick set  the fire, murdered his family, rode away, disappeared for over a year, and now, somehow, lies battered upon a table downstairs in the great hall?”

“ ’Tis possible.” Alexander had been reaching for a piece of eel but stopped, his hand hovering over the platter.

“But not probable. Why would he do it? Why kill his family and disappear?”

“I know not. Mayhap he had a grudge.”

“Against his entire family? There were seven bodies accounted for. Seven,” she reminded him as well as herself. “Sir Carrick somehow escaped the blaze—or . . . or so it seems. But there is no evidence he is the one who set the fire. The man downstairs either stole the ring on his finger or someone placed it there.” She finished her wine and wiped her lips with a linen napkin. Her fingers were shaking. “Why don’t you take me to the place where he was found? In the meantime, have him transferred to Tadd’s room across the hallway.” Tadd was her brother but rarely visited, for which Morwenna was usually grateful, but today she would have sought solace in his counsel, disrespectful though it may be. “You may post a guard at the man’s door, but we will treat him as a guest until we find reason to think he is a foe.”

“But, m’lady—”

She gazed at him sharply and felt her chin hike upward, the way it involuntarily did each time anyone dared defy her or insinuated that because she was a female she was any less a leader than a man would be.

Alexander caught the gesture. “As you wish.”

“I’ll get my mantle and meet you at the stables. Tell the stable master to ready my horse.”

He looked about to protest but set down his cup and nodded before quickly exiting the room.

Morwenna let out her breath. She brushed her fingers clean of crumbs and slipped into the next chamber. Closing the door, she tried to dismiss thoughts that the wounded stranger downstairs might be Carrick. ’Twas a foolish notion, as she’d so recently told Sir Alexander. She glanced at her bed and remembered her vivid dream, the heat and lust,  the wanting and desire, and then waking to the feeling that she’d been observed as she’d writhed on the bedclothes. Another silly thought. Aye, Castle Calon was an intricate keep, one with many sets of stairs and hallways, some of which she had yet to explore, but no one was lurking in the shadows, watching her from gloomy corners. ’Twas only her too-fertile imagination running away with her again.

She slid on a warm mantle, pulled her gloves on with her teeth, then dashed down the curved staircase to the great hall, where soldiers were lifting the wounded man onto a stretcher.

He let out a moan as his body was shifted and for a second she thought his swollen eyelids might flutter open, but he only groaned and didn’t waken as soldiers raised the stretcher from the table.

“Will he survive?” she asked the physician.

Nygyll shook his head and wiped his bloody, wet hands upon a towel. “ ’Tis doubtful. He is in a sorry state. Too many wounds. He appears strong, but it will take much fortitude for him to prevail. He will have to want to survive.”

“ ’Tis in God’s hands now,” the priest added, making the sign of the cross over his own chest and shaking his head, as if in judgment of the poor soul lying before him.

“Then I guess I have little to fear if he’s inside the keep,” Morwenna said. The priest turned to leave, but Morwenna placed her hand upon his arm. “Father, a minute, please,” she said, and the priest’s icy gaze met hers. Quickly she dropped her hand. “The man wears a ring with the crest of Wybren.” She noticed a barely perceptible tightening of the priest’s lips. “The crest of your brother Graydynn’s keep. The crest of the keep where your uncle Dafydd’s family died.”

The priest said nothing.

“There is . . . Some are concerned that the wounded man is Carrick. Your cousin.”

“The traitor.”

“So it’s said.”

Father Daniel’s gaze followed the soldiers hauling the stranger upstairs. “Oh, it’s more than said. It’s the truth.”

“Did you recognize him?”

“No more than did you,” the priest said, and she could only catch her breath. “You knew him, did you not?”

“Aye, but—”

“It is impossible to tell who he is.”

“Until he heals.”

One of Father Daniel’s eyebrows lifted. “If he heals. As I said, ’tis in God’s hands now.” He made the sign of the cross over his chest and then added, “But, of course, it would be prudent to notify my brother that his enemy, our cousin, may have been captured.”

“When I’m certain that the man is truly Carrick,” she said, watching as the soldiers rounded the corner of the stairs. “Rumors may reach him at Wybren before morn but until we are certain who he is, they will just be that—rumors.”

Who would beat the man so badly and then leave him for dead? Why? she wondered. Had it been robbery—the work of cruel thieves? Then why were some of his valuables not taken? Had the robbery been thwarted; had the would-be killers been scared off before they’d stolen all they wanted and killed their victim? Or had the harsh beating been for revenge? For what misdeed? What sin had this man committed to warrant such a brutal attack?

And why is he wearing the ring with the crest of Wybren?

Morwenna had no answers to any of her questions and was pacing when Alexander returned, Bryanna following him like an orphaned pup. “That man is staying in the keep?” she whispered, her eyes bright as she looked over her shoulder as if expecting the wounded man to appear like a specter behind her.

“Aye.”

“Is it not dangerous?” Bryanna asked with what seemed to be great anticipation.

“I think not, as he’s unconscious and barely breathing.” Ignoring her younger sister, Morwenna turned to Sir Alexander. “Let us be off to the place where the huntsman found our guest. Mayhap we will be able to determine what happened.”

Alexander snorted. “Guest,” he said under his breath.

“I’ll come, too,” Bryanna said, and she flew toward the stairs, nearly bumping into the priest in her haste. “Excuse me, Father,” she managed and then called back to Morwenna, “Just give me a minute to get my things.”

Father Daniel’s eyes met Morwenna’s, and she saw there the unspoken recriminations and something more, something murky and dark—even forbidden—lingering in their blue depths only to rapidly disappear. As if he, too, was aware of what passed between them, the priest glanced quickly away and hurried toward the eastern corridor and the chapel beyond.

“I don’t know what good this will do,” Alexander grumbled as Morwenna gazed after the priest.

What were Father Daniel’s secrets? For that matter, what were everyone within this keep’s most private thoughts? A chill settled deep in her bones. Not for the first time she felt estranged from everyone else in the keep, a shepherd who knew not her flock. She’d been here less than one year. She was the outsider.

“M’lady,” Alexander said, clearing his throat.

“What? Oh!” She remembered his statement. “I, too, know not of what we’ll find in the forest, Sir Alexander, but let’s take a look, shall we?”

Morwenna nodded to the guard and waited as he pushed open the heavy door to the outside. Mort, who had been snoozing before the fire, stood and stretched. As she stepped into the inner bailey, a rush of winter wind screamed bitterly over the winter grass to burrow deep through Morwenna’s mantle and slap at her face. Ignoring the icy blast, she bent her head and made her way along the well-worn path to the stables with Mort tagging at her heels. The grass was yellow and trodden, crisp with frost, puddles along the pathway showing bits of ice.

Two boys, noses red, wool caps pulled low over their ears, hauled firewood toward the great hall while another carried pails of water. A girl, not quite in her teens, was throwing seed and oyster shell for the chickens, which clucked and pecked at one another. Feathers scattered as the  hens hurried out of the way. The smell of smoke, fermenting beer, animal dung, and rendering fat tinged the cold air. In the pens, pigs grunted noisily and goats bleated as they were milked.

The castle was at work, everyone at a task; the momentary disturbance of the wounded man was seemingly forgotten. She glanced up at the wall walk and saw sentries posted, as always. Merchants and farmers were flogging their beasts as huge carts were pulled through the crusted ruts of the main road leading into the keep.

Morwenna ducked along a path leading past the alewives’ hut, where the women were talking loudly, discussing the discovery of the wounded man.

“. . . beaten so badly his own mother would not recognize him,” one woman—Anne, a true gossip—whispered.

“A robber, no doubt, who deserved his fate,” another responded.

“Or else some husband caught him raising the skirts of his wife,” Anne confided.

Chuckles erupted and Alexander let out a disgusted breath. “Women,” he muttered as Morwenna lengthened her stride and maneuvered away from the nattering crones.

She walked swiftly alongside the armorer’s hut. The steady ping of a hammer molding chain mail could be heard over the nasty hiss of a goose as it chased a small, interloping rooster out of Morwenna’s path.

As she passed through a final gate, Morwenna glanced at the heavens. The clouds were ominously gray and thick with the promise of more rain.

“I know not what you expect to find today,” Alexander said gruffly as they reached the stables and Mort found a favorite post, where he lifted his leg.

“Nor do I, but mayhap my curiosity will be satisfied.”

He tossed her a doubtful look as she walked inside. The smells of hay, horses, leather, and dung assailed her and the wind no longer pulled at her hair. Morwenna walked unerringly to a stall where her favorite little jennet was already saddled and waiting.

Dark eyes bright, Alabaster snorted loudly and tossed her white head, jangling her bridle.

“Ready to run, she is,” John, the stable master, said. He reached down and patted Mort’s head. “There’s somethin’ in the air that’s got all the horses ill at ease this morn.” Straightening, he frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “Somethin’ they don’t like.”

“Like what?”

He glanced at her as he reached for the reins to Alabaster’s bridle and shook his head. “Don’t know, but I feel it, too.” He stroked Alabaster’s neck.

A frisson of fear slid down Morwenna’s spine. John seemed a solid man, a sensible, staid soul, nothing like the cackling alewives or the disturbingly quiet priest.

“ ’Tis only the cold and the winter, John,” she said lightly, though she sensed he didn’t believe her and, in truth, she, too, was unnerved.

Ever since the damned dream about Carrick.

Dream?

Or omen?

She pushed her wayward thoughts aside and followed as John led her horse outside. Ever eager, Alabaster, nose to the wind, tail plumed, stepped into the crisp morning and began to pull at the reins. “Calm down, there,” the big man said, smoothing the horse’s neck. As white as a ghost, with gray stockings and muzzle, the jennet had been Morwenna’s horse for the past four years. “Be careful, m’lady,” John advised. “ ’Tis slippery this morn, the ground frozen. You take care.”

“I will, John,” she said and, at the skeptical rise of his bushy blond eyebrows, added, “Promise.”

“Oh, I’m not doubtin’ ye,” he said quickly, though his face flushed and his bulbous nose turned even redder as she swung onto the mare’s back. Footsteps flapped along the path, and Bryanna, her face chapped from the wind, her dark curls flying behind her, rushed around the corner. “Wait for me,” she said breathlessly. “I’m coming with you. John, I need a horse.”

Morwenna inwardly groaned and the stable master  looked up at her. She nodded to him and he motioned to a boy who was mucking out the stalls.

“Kyrth, saddle Mercury for the lady. Did ye hear me, lad?”

The boy tossed down his shovel and, brushing his palm across the seat of his breeches, gave a quick nod. “Aye. ’Twill be but a minute.” He ducked under the low-hanging roof and disappeared into the stable while Alexander mounted his own steed, a bloodred stallion who pranced near enough to Alabaster that she turned her white head and tried to take a nip out of the larger horse’s flank.

“Steady, girl,” Morwenna cautioned. “You don’t want to pick on someone so much stronger, now.” But as she spoke to the horse, an image flashed through her mind, a picture of herself with a sword, going toe to toe with Carrick. He was far stronger than she, over six feet tall and muscular. Though she was quick on her feet and deadly with a sword, he had easily disarmed her, leaving her breathless as he pointed his weapon at her heart. They had been in a castle courtyard, alone, the sweet scents of honeysuckle and roses wafting through the evening air, and her back was pressed hard against the stones of one wall.

“You lost, m’lady,” Carrick had told her, his eyes glinting in the coming dusk.

“This time.” She’d tossed her hair out of her face and met his gaze as the sword didn’t move. She was breathing hard, sweating from exertion, her heart pumping. Carrick, too, was flushed, a sheen of perspiration covering his brow.

“Every time.”

“You flatter yourself.”

His smile had been slow and sensual. “Mayhap I must, for no one else will.”

“And now you’re begging for a compliment.”

His grin had nearly been evil. “But you won’t give me one, will you?”

She’d tossed back her head and laughed. “That’s where you’re wrong. I believe with all my heart that you, Carrick of Wybren, are the most handsome and arrogant and prideful snake I’ve ever met.”

“Snake?” He feigned shock. “I’m wounded!”

“Asp?”

“ ’Tis the same.”

“Both speak with a split tongue, do they not?” she’d teased, and as a spark had flared in his eyes, he’d dropped his sword, letting it clatter to the stones, and swiftly pinned her against the wall with his body. His lean muscles had strained over hers, calf to calf, thigh to thigh, chest to breast. She’d barely been able to take in air, he was so tight against her.

“You’re a vexation, Morwenna,” he’d said, his breath whispering against her ear, his hands holding hers over her head, then moving slowly downward, stroking her muscles. Her heart had been a wild thing, pounding and pumping. He’d kissed her then, his face pulsing hot, his lips hard and insistent and that tongue she’d so recently decried working its magic upon her. With an unwilling moan, Morwenna had melted against the courtyard walls. . . .

“Let’s be off!” Bryanna’s voice sliced through Morwenna’s daydream as if it were a cleaver. She let out her breath, noticed Alexander staring at her, and flushed hot in the cold air. Clearing her throat and giving her head a sharp little shake, she pushed the memory aside as Alabaster trotted from the stable, Mercury in tow.

With the stableboy’s help Bryanna mounted and took the reins in her gloved fingers. “Let’s be off,” she said again breathily, excitement flaring in her eyes.

“Aye.” Alexander nodded.

Losing no time, they rode through an open gate to the outer bailey, where sheep, cattle, and more horses were penned. In the orchard, skeletal trees stood, shivering in the wind. Only a few hardy winter apples and a scolding black crow were visible in the naked branches.

As they passed under the raised portcullis of the back gate, Alexander mumbled something under his breath about a “fool’s mission.” He lifted a gloved hand to the guard and then spurred his mount down the frozen road leading toward the river.

Outside the protection of the thick castle walls, the wind  raced fiercely, once again slapping at Morwenna’s face and tugging at her hair. Ignoring the cold, she urged her mount to keep up with the swifter horse and felt Alabaster stretch out, her legs extending into an easy gallop as they veered off the road, raced across a fallow field, and headed toward the woods on the north side of the keep. Whooping happily, Bryanna clung like a burr to Mercury’s neck and followed gamely. To her younger sister, this morning was a lark, a welcome breath of excitement. To Morwenna the situation was far more grave and troublesome, yet she, too, felt exhilarated with the rush of the wind and the clods of dirt flying up from beneath her horse’s hooves. It felt good to escape the castle walls. Her spirit seemed to soar, to be unburdened, for as much as she loved Calon, there was something within the keep, something dark and sinister that she didn’t understand, a gloom she was all too glad to shed this morning.

You’ve listened to Isa too long.

You’ve had one too many disturbing dreams.

Alexander slowed at the edge of the forest, and as the horses breathed loudly, hot breath streaming from their nostrils, he found a deer trail that had been recently trampled by many horses’ hooves.

“This way,” he said, and Morwenna’s short spurt of elation faded with the darkness of the surrounding woods. Following behind Alexander upon his mount, Morwenna heard the sound of voices drifting through the forest. As they passed beneath a tattered canopy of leafless trees and through a patch of scrub brush, the voices became louder. In a small clearing they found the sheriff, two of his men, and Jason, the huntsman. All the men had dismounted and were studiously surveying the ground beside a near-frozen creek. They looked up at the sound of the horses, and hats were quickly swiped from their heads as they lowered their eyes.

“M’lady,” the sheriff said as she climbed off her jennet.

“This is where the man was found?” Alexander asked. He hopped to the ground and Bryanna, as well, slid off her horse.

“Aye, behind that log, near the big rock.” Jason pointed to a large boulder with flat surfaces, sharp edges, and several dark splotches that ran in reddish rivulets to pool in small puddles upon the ground.

Blood.

Inwardly Morwenna shivered.

Alexander asked, “Have you discovered anything?”

Payne, the sheriff, shook his graying head. He had wild silver eyebrows, a high forehead, and lids that drooped over the corners of his eyes. Even so, Morwenna thought he saw more than most people. “There is not much to see. The remains of a campfire over there”—he pointed to a small pit where charred wood was visible and then moved his hand toward a stand of yew—“horse dung over there, and of course the blood on the rock along with some dark hairs. Probably a head—his head—smashed against it.”

Bryanna let out a sound of protest, but the sheriff continued. “There are hoofprints, of course, and boot prints all around.” He motioned to the ground. “Many of the impressions are unclear, but . . .” He squatted as he stared at the ground. “It seems that there are at least two different sizes of feet involved, and I would guess from the trodden underbrush that there was a struggle near this rock.” He scowled as he glanced about the copse of trees lining the small clearing. “Some of the smaller branches of a few trees are broken, but we can’t be certain they were snapped in a struggle, though that would be my assumption.” He rubbed his beard thoughtfully and his eyes narrowed upon the area, as if he was imagining the events that had occurred. “I’d say that the man Jason found here was ambushed at this spot, fought off his attacker or attackers, lost the battle, and was left for dead.”

“Or whoever was attacked prevailed and the man we have in the keep is the criminal. With what we know, we cannot determine who began the struggle here.” Alexander walked over to the rock and eyed it. “The man Jason found may well have been the assailant and his intended victim escaped.”

“Or his body is yet to be found in the woods,” Payne said  as if to himself, and Morwenna shuddered. “But the beaten man’s weapon had no blood upon it—his dagger was sheathed when he was found.” Payne stood, a knee popping as he straightened. “ ’Tis a mystery. The best answers will come from the prisoner once we talk to him.”

“He’s not a prisoner,” Morwenna said.

“A guest then?” Payne snorted as if he thought the idea absurd. “Something happened here, Lady Morwenna, something violent and criminal.” As he said the words, a gust of wind rattled the branches of an old oak tree, almost as if it were the whisper of fate. Payne’s gaze focused hard on Morwenna. “As I hear it, the wounded man is wearing a ring with the crest of Wybren, and one has to wonder how he got it.”

Morwenna nodded stiffly, her mind wandering again to the identity of the wounded stranger.

“Was the ring stolen?” Payne continued. “A gift? Is he somehow connected to Wybren? There’s been much trouble at that keep ever since the baron Dafydd’s family was killed and his nephew Graydynn became lord.” Payne scowled, his face grim, his nostrils flaring, as if he’d smelled something rotten. “I suggest you keep the stranger under lock and key, at least until we can determine his identity.”

“A guard will be posted at his door.”

The sheriff glanced at the bloodied rock. “Let’s hope that’s enough.”

“He’s near death. I doubt we have much to fear from him.”

“But what of his attacker? What if he returns?” the sheriff asked thoughtfully.

Alexander said, “If he was attacked.”

“There are many questions here and few answers.” Payne clucked his tongue as the wind swept through the forest with a keening sigh. “Far too few answers.”
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