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Prologue: Lovers and Other Enemies…

The Year of Our Lord 1357

THE DOOR TO THE tavern opened and Adrien MacLachlan stood there for a moment, his towering form barring the entry as he surveyed the place.

He was a knight, one of the most famed of all King Edward III’s fighting men, yet tonight, he wore no armor.

He’d been warned of the tryst tonight, and had come clad like many of the cutthroats who frequented the ill-famed establishment. He wore a simple brown tunic over his soft linen undershirt, hose and boots, and voluminous dark cloak with a hood which hid both his features and the weapons he had chosen to carry—his magnificent Toledo sword and the rapier-honed knife in the sheath at his calf, its usage learned from his Scottish relatives. They had learned the bitter lesson that fighting could come quick, fast, close, and at any time.

He surveyed the tavern and satisfied himself that she had not come as yet; then he entered and made straightway to a crude wooden table near the wall where he could sit with his back to that wall, see the doorway, and keep a keen eye on all those who entered there. Seated, he ordered a tankard of ale from the richly-bosomed wench who strode the place, diving and darting through a clientele of most seriously questionable character, for the place was rumored to cater to murderers, knaves, and thieves, and it was known that any evil business could be pursued here. At the table to his left, a black-toothed seaman watched him warily, commenting to an equally scurvy-looking companion in whispers, and Adrien was well aware that they were contemplating what wealth might be upon his person. Ah, well. He could have had help coming here. Any number of good, brave fighting men might have joined him. But this was a personal matter, one he meant to keep from the king. Her life might depend upon it.

He prayed that his informants had been right, that she was coming here. For if not …

Fear and fury seized his system, stormed throughout his blood. How could she be so foolish, take such chances? Did she think herself so strong, so powerful, or merely so damned noble that she could command the base instincts of dishonest men to her own purposes? Dear God, but he wanted to set his hands on her tonight …

In so many ways.

Duty demanded that he be here. The little vixen deserved a lashing at a stake, and she was, dear God, his responsibility. But it was equally true, too, that he had the sense and wisdom to see what she could not: she was a fairer prize to seize than one with whom to bargain. And in his heart, he feared for her and knew that he would die for her, die inside if harm were to befall her.

Ah, there! His heartbeat quickened.

The door opened. A figure stepped into the tavern, which was filled with smoke from the boar that spit fat over the fire in the great hearth. The room was in a haze.

Like him, this figure was clad in a dark, sweeping cloak.

Actually, he mused ruefully, it was a room full of figures clad in cloaks.

But he would have known her anywhere, just from her movements. He had known her most of her life. Seen her grow into that graceful sway and ease of motion.

She pushed back the hood, just slightly, that she might see around the room. He quickly lowered his head, then raised his eyes again, Indeed, it was she. Anger seemed to boil his blood once again, yet he contained and controlled it and tried hard to study her objectively. He could not. Were she the poorest of peasant lasses, she would have drawn the hunger and envy of the richest and most noble men. Lashes like ink swept over emerald-green eyes. Her face was delicately boned, exquisite. She was tall and slender, yet beneath that cloak, curved beautifully, perfectly. Seductively.

And she had come here to meet a man. A Frenchman. An enemy. Ah … there!

From another corner of the room, a man rose and came forward, eager to meet her. He, too, was clad in a dark cloak, but the hood had fallen back and his features were clearly visible. Comte Langlois, a man in the service of the French king. Adrien had seen him a few times from a distance on the battlefield.

The comte reached the girl in the doorway. Both their heads bowed. He indicated the stairway leading to the private rooms above the common floor.

Adrien blinked hard, gritting his teeth, fighting the wave of red fury that all but engulfed him. She should have learned. She should have learned her lesson with him before!

He clenched and unclenched his fists beneath the table, taking deep breaths. He had to keep a clear head.

The two went up the steps. Seconds later, Adrien followed.

Danielle d’Aville had never been so frightened in her life, but she had learned quite early that a show of courage was almost as good as the real thing. She had also learned that a regal manner could be a tremendous strength in itself, and it was a ploy she never hesitated to use.

Yet there was more to her uneasiness tonight than fear. She was also sick at heart, torn cruelly within. Once she had made a vow, a deathbed vow, and because of that, she owed a warning to King Jean. It was all she intended to give, and it was the last time she would ever seek to help Jean, but even in that, she knew she betrayed King Edward. And worse …

Oh, God, she did so much worse …

And the man now at her back made her uneasy tonight. Comte Langlois, a striking, charismatic man, the rage of the French court. He had always been courteous and proper before, but tonight … tonight, he looked like a predator. She bit into her lower lip, dismayed and aware that she had summoned him here with a few half-truths to receive his help in getting her to Jean.

He led her down a darkened hallway, deep into the far back of the building. There he pressed open a door to a room already alight with a candle’s glow. A carafe of wine awaited on a table with a wedge of cheese and loaf of bread. A fire burned; the cover had been drawn down from the bed, which seemed to dominate the crude room. It had been arranged as if for a lover’s tryst.

She spun around and stood, straight and regal, and waited. Comte Langlois entered behind her and leaned against the door. He was a handsome man with flashing dark eyes, a lean face with a trim beard, and flowing dark hair; she thought again that he looked like a vulture—or a wolf!

“There was no need for so elaborate a set-up,” she informed him coolly. “I arranged this meeting that you might bring a message to the King of France. You will be amply rewarded.”

“Ah, lady. How can you be so like ice when I have risked life and limb to come here—to your rescue?”

“How so, sir?” she said carefully.

Langlois was still against the door. She heard him slide the bolt behind him. Her heart began to race. Dear God, what had she done? He walked to her, and she fought for control, certain still that she could best him with her wits, no matter what his intention.

He caught her hands, bowing as he held them, like the most gallant of knights in the most chivalric of times. “Alas, my lady, it has been said that Kind Edward’s plans for you have not met with any desires of your own, that there is all but open warfare between you—and the Scottish savage of King Edward’s choosing.”

Cold seemed to sweep along her spine. She longed to wrench her hands free.

Outside, flattened against the doorway in the shadowy corridor, Adrien MacLachlan arched a brow high, once again feeling his temper begin to simmer and brew.

“I wrote to you because—” Danielle began to Langlois.

But the comte quickly cut her off. “Ah, lady, if there is no consummation of your vows, then you are free, and the good French king can bring matters before the pope.”

Adrien’s fingers wound into fists at his side. No consummation of vows, eh? He’d like to consummate his fingers right around her throat! He tested the door. Bolted. But it was constructed of flimsy wood, and one butt of his shoulder would take it down. He started to move against it but paused, waiting for Danielle’s next words.

Danielle was damning herself and her foolishness for thinking that this man might actually have had the welfare of his king in mind. Comte Langlois was interested in himself—in having her, and Aville. Still, she needed to play this carefully. “Perhaps there are other matters we can discuss at a later date. But this matter must be settled first. Perhaps it would be best if you escorted me to King Jean and I gave him my information in person,” she said. She felt a chill again. His dark eyes narrowed and took on a cunning and determined glitter. “Comte, I don’t intend to offend you. You are surely a worthy nobleman, but there are matters at stake of greater importance man myself and Aville.”

In the hallway, Adrien clenched his teeth so hard he feared they might crack.

“But think of it, lady,” Langlois interrupted, his voice gutteral. “King Jean would be pleased. We go to the French king with our love an accomplished thing, and a marriage can thus be surely arranged—and you are free from that savage, heathen lout! Lady, you led me to believe that there would be great reward for me if I were to help you. I will have that reward. Now, dear sweet beauty! Since there is nothing at all between you and the savage—”

“Comte, I have a message for King Jean! Think of his anger—”

“Think of his pleasure that you may be claimed by a Frenchman rather than that arrogant Scottish bastard!”

She stared at him, growing outraged, furious with herself. She had tried to put just enough in her note to entice him to meet her, but Langlois was assuming she had given him an invitation to wed and bed her!

Oh, she had to think, for were he to touch her, she would most surely long to die; something inside of her would perish—her heart and, perhaps, her soul as well.

Her temper suddenly got the best of her and she wrenched her hands free and stared at him with all her hauteur she had learned from a childhood at court among the King and Queen of England and their royal brood. “No!”

She pushed impatiently past him and for a moment, her manner prevailed. Langlois fell back. But when she would have kept moving toward the door, he suddenly caught her shoulders and wrenched her back before him. He was angry, dark eyes glowing. “I had meant to be gentle. Seduce you, my lady, and seal our pact with your willing agreement. But though I have served loyally, lady, I am one of the lesser nobles of the French king’s court and am in dire need of the lands and finances that come with your French holdings. Ah, milady, not to mention how I have hungered for your beauty! I swear, we will go to the king as lovers, needing only his blessing to legalize our union!”

“Not in a pig’s eye!” she swore, and kicked him soundly where it would do the greatest harm.

He bellowed in pain, doubling over. Danielle shot away from him, but his fingers snagged into the fullness of her cloak and she went down with a hard thud in a tangle of coarse brown wool, the breath knocked out of her. Stunned, she struggled to breathe. Then Langlois was on top of her.

“Dear lady, I had meant to have this done upon a bed, but if the floor be your choice …”

She struggled to free her wrists and managed to slam the side of his face with her open palm. She thought she heard the sound of an explosion, but she could not be sure, for he returned her blow and her head was ringing. She wiggled and thrashed, desperate and determined, and not untalented in the art of self-defense. An elbow to his throat, nails down his cheek … but could she prevail? Langlois was a knight trained to combat, one who wore massive steel upon a warhorse, and though perhaps she might have the wits to defeat him, in the end she might not have the strength.

“Sweet Jesu, milady, by God, will you just be still! I’d not hurt you, if you’d just let me touch you—” Langlois began. Then he was suddenly quite silent. He wasn’t staring at her, but at something … someone else. A towering, cloaked figure who stood just behind her.

The she knew what the sound of the explosion had been—the door shattering. And the man who had broken it down loomed over them.

He was very tall and broad-shouldered; his presence dominated the room. His hood hung back from his face and his features, chiseled like stone, rugged and striking, were in no way hidden. His hair was thick, fire-blond, while his brows and lashes were a deeper honeyed shade, adding to the effect of his gaze. Eyes of true gold stared down at them both with a deadly glitter.

The sword in his right hand was pointed at the Frenchmen’s throat.

Adrien! Danielle thought, and though she was desperately grateful for the Frenchman’s downfall, terror and dismay filled her heart. Adrien. Oh, God. He had caught her. She had only meant to warn Jean, and nothing more.

Adrien—oh, God.

He might well hang her himself. She had thought he was away, fighting; she had never imagined that he might discover her in this endeavor! He had been gone again, fighting his never-ending battle, and it had been so long! How many times had she lain awake, longing to see him …

But not like this—oh, God, not like this! In his eyes she saw deadly fury.

Yet he spoke so calmly.

“Touch her, my good man, but once again,” Adrien warned, “and I shall sever that protrusion of your lower body that makes you act like such a fool … before I lop off your head!” His voice was almost pleasant, yet deeply chilling, and Danielle felt a wall of ice come sweeping down upon her. Langlois rose slowly and carefully, for Adrien’s sword remained at his throat where a pulse beat furiously against the flesh.

“Now you, Danielle,” Adrien commanded, his eyes on Langlois and not on her.

She rose, cheeks flushed with humiliation.

“How—how long were you standing there?” she asked.

“Long enough,” he said, and did not glance her way.

“And you let him maul me so—”

“You seemed to be doing fine on your own,” he snapped curtly. “In fact, I was not at all sure you desired a rescue, since you were so intent on this assignation.”

“Aye!” cried Langlois. “Indeed, I am the man to come to the lady’s rescue, and indeed, my lady, you needn’t fear now. Who is this lout? Be aware this house is filled with men loyal to the French king, men who will mow down this English knave!”

“Call them,” Adrien suggested, his voice little more than a whisper, his eyes glittering like twin fires from hell. Despite herself, Danielle trembled, then spun around with fear, for she could hear the pounding of footsteps along the hallway. A fat man in an apron, obviously the proprietor of the establishment, ran into the room, followed by two big men armed with knives.

“Do you need assistance, milord?” the fat man demanded of Langlois.

“Indeed!” Langlois cried wryly, for it was quite obvious he stood in discomfort, a sword tip still at his throat.

“I seek no trouble with you, and with the dead already upon my conscience, I’d not add more corpses here!” Adrien informed the gathering, not a muscle twitching. “I don’t intend to kill the comte, just leave with the lady—”

“She came to me to escape the English!” Langlois cried. “You will not leave with her—I mean to wed her—”

“Well, that, sir, cannot come about, for she has a husband,” Adrien said dryly.

“No true marriage—”

“True in every way.” Adrien said. His eyes lit upon Danielle and she struggled to breathe as she felt the touch of gold fire. He looked from her back to the men and smiled icily. “I would be delighted to prove it, if the lady is not willing to admit it. A midwife can be called.”

“But—” Langlois began.

“Alas! I am aware that the lady used her wiles upon you, milord comte, and she does so exceedingly well! Unless one knows her, of course. Which I do. You were duped, sir, and that is why you draw breath this very instant.” He stared at Danielle, a hard, rueful smile curled into the corner of his lip. “She is charming, is she not? But as I’ve said, I know her well, and you, sir, should now be warned to beware of such devious and seductive charm and beauty! I’ll let you live today …” His eyes left Danielle’s face and he stared sharply at Langlois, “But if we meet again, sir, you die!”

Langlois gasped, realizing just who had accosted him. “MacLachlan!” he cried out.

“Indeed.” Adrien inclined his head. “Ah, yes! I am that savage, heathen Scotsman. Comte, c’est moi.”

For a moment, Langlois looked decidedly ill. Adrien’s reputation for expertise in tournaments and in battle was well known throughout the Christian world. A flick of the wrist, and …

But Langlois seemed to think Adrien outnumbered.

“Take him!” Langlois cried out, and the two cutthroats started forward to do his bidding, the one to the right of the proprietor raising a honed blade and slashing down with tremendous strength.

Yet the man was a simple barroom brawler; Adrien had spent his life learning to do battle. Steel met steel, and Adrien drew back first, as swift as mercury, and the man fell to the floor. A cry flew from Danielle’s lips.

“Seize him, fool!” Langlois shouted to the second man, who started forward, stared at Adrien’s blade, and swiftly retreated. Langlois let out a strangled sound which was silenced when Adrien’s swordpoint pressed against his throat again. “Adieu, milord comte! I should kill you, but I will spill no more blood than necessary over this treachery. She did summon you.”

Danielle stifled a cry when Adrien’s fingers wound around her upper arm, for his hold was like steel, with no mercy. She found herself blindly propelled out the door. His fingers then entwined with hers as he raced her down the hallway, pausing as he neared the stairs, for more men had come up to meet him.

“Get me a weapon!” she cried.

“Not while I draw breath, milady! It would fester in my back!”

“I never brought arms against you!”

“I beg to differ!”

“You’ve too many men to fight!” she cried. “You’ll kill us both, unless you’ve men of your own waiting below.”

“I came alone.”

“Alone!” she cried in dismay. It seemed that all of the tavern had risen, and every man was reaching for a weapon.

“I try not to invite witnesses when I am hoping to prevent a rock-headed little wench from endangering herself in the act of betraying the King of England—not to mention me!” he retorted.

A crimson flood rose swiftly to her cheeks even as he cried out to her again. “Get behind me. Close. And if you even think to betray me here again, I swear before God, I’ll live long enough to make you regret it!”

She had no choice but to obey him, for he still held her fingers. She’d had no intention of giving him the least resistance, but it seemed that he was more furious than she might have imagined, even knowing him. Fear seemed to fill her heart anew as she realized that even now, as their lives were threatened, he would not be surprised at any betrayal from her.

There were numerous men to meet his sword, men practiced at illegal professions, but none of them so perfectly trained to battle and hand-to-hand combat. His first blow took the man at the top of the stairs, who fell backward, hurtling the others down like felled trees. Adrien stepped over them swiftly, dragging her along. His strength was tremendous. When a huge fellow charged them at the foot of the stairs, he swung her hard to the side before him, stepping aside just in time for the man to crash headfirst into the stairs.

“Duck!” Adrien charged her, and he did so as well as a cutthroat’s sword arced above their heads. Adrien rose, his sword swinging, and their attacker fell. He spun around, slicing the man who had come behind them, even before she had time to scream out a warning. He stepped over the dead men, wrenching her along with him. Another, in front of him, fell at a thrust from his sword. The others fell away, watching them.

He swiftly led her from the tavern, out into the night.

He might have come without armor or companions, but he had brought Matthew, the swiftest of his four war stallions. He saw the gelding she had taken from Prince Edward’s stables, untethered it, and slapped its haunches, sending the animal on its way. Then he pushed her ahead of him, throwing her atop Matthew before leaping up behind her. She didn’t look back, yet she could hear the roar of anger as men grouped together again and found their courage to follow. Adrien kneed the animal. The horse began to race. She felt its majestic power beneath her and the hard-muscled chest of the man behind her, hot and vital. She closed her eyes, leaning against Matthew’s neck in the wild ride as branches and leaves slapped at her face and tore at her cloak.

Matthew left the others far behind, and in time, Danielle became aware that they were out of danger, that Adrien raced on out of fury. He slowed when they came to the river, reining the stallion in at the bank. Both bridges were far downstream to the east.

He nudged the horse forward.

“It’s freezing!” she cried out in protest.

“You might have killed us both—and you are afraid of a little water?”

“I am afraid of nothing.”

“You lie, for you had best be afraid of me tonight!”

“If I would fear you at all, it would be because it appears you intend to drown us!”

“Nay, be glad of the water. Perhaps my temper will be cooled.”

They entered into the water. The cold was brutal.

“Oh, you can just go straight to hell!” she snapped, praying that he attributed her shaking to the coldness of the water and not to the wild stirring within her.

They reached the opposite bank and once again, he began to ride hard. The breeze whipped against her soaked clothing and she shivered anew. They rode on and on. Then she saw the stone walls of her own fortress of Aville.

The gates opened as they neared them and rode quickly in, then closed behind them at an invisible command. Adrien rode the stallion straight to the door that led to the manor keep. In the darkness, a groom stirred when called to take Matthew’s reins and care for him.

Danielle could scarcely walk when she was set upon the ground, but he was in a mood to grant no mercy as she tried to elude him, hurrying for the hall. He caught her arm, not allowing her a moment’s respite. She prayed to see a familiar face. Rem, Daylin, Monteine … anyone.

But the hall was empty.

“Upstairs, my lady!” he commanded, and she had little choice as he dragged her along to the master’s chambers.

She found herself all but thrown into the room, spinning to stand at the foot of the carved, four-poster bed, while he paced before the massive fire that burned in the huge fireplace.

She looked longingly to the door. She was shaking, for she knew what she had done. Treason against the King of England. And worse: she had betrayed him.

“No servants will attend you here tonight, milady. When I discovered your foolish treachery, I saw to it that I could bring you back unseen. These are no longer games you play with me! You and your indignant protestations of innocence! This was treason, Danielle. The servants have been sent out for the night. Don’t look to others for help.”

“I look nowhere for help!” she lied.

“Nay, lady?”

She refused to respond, but despite herself, she shivered wretchedly; her clothing felt like a glove of ice.

Suddenly he ceased his pacing and stared at her, seeing her discomfort. “Get those things off!” he roared. But she lifted her chin stubbornly, fighting a threatening rush of tears. “They are causing you to shiver,” he snapped.

“I shall shiver if I choose.”

“Indeed, you shall shiver, but because I choose—I want you to shiver in abject fear!” he growled. And as he started toward her, she took a step backward, crying out quickly. She was an idiot; she could hang for her offense.

“As you—command!” she gasped.

He halted, glittering eyes still offering her no hint that his anger might abate, his temper relent. But as her cloak fell to the ground, he turned to the bed, drawing from it the soft covering of Flemish wool. He waited. She gritted her teeth and cast off her shoes and hose, tunic and chemise. His searing gaze swept contemptuously over her, and he cast the blanket her way. She quickly wrapped it around herself. He drew his own soaked cloak from his shoulders, letting it fall, and stood in simple but expensive garments that hugged his muscled frame—hose, shirt, and tunic. He was every bit as tall as their renowned Plantagenet king, as well-versed in war, grown hard and solid, muscled like steel, in its pursuit. Indeed, she had learned the strength of those muscles, and felt a quivering deep within her even now, which she fought valiantly to ignore.

She inched her chin up, standing very still, determined not to cry out. She could explain, but he would never believe her.

“Sweet Jesu!” he swore soundly. “Edward does not deserve this hatred on your part!”

She forced herself to remain calm. “I wished no harm to Edward. I don’t hate him. I merely sought to warn King Jean—”

“King Jean is well aware there will be battle, and what aids the French king injures the English one! To help Jean, lady, you do great hurt to Edward!”

That gave her quite a tug upon her heart, for she felt for Edward as she did for Adrien. So very often, she had loathed him. Had been infuriated by him, determined to defy him, to defeat him.

And yet …

She loved him as well.

“My God!” he said suddenly, his voice thick and trembling with renewed anger. “Do you know that heads have rolled, that necks have been broken, for far less than you attempted this night? Good Lord, I should strike you down, you little fool!”

Guilt assailed her again. She could not let him see it.

“You are Edward’s lackey,” she ventured. “You have gained everything through him.”

“Including you?”

“Including my lands and titles!” she whispered.

“Would that I had been deprived! And, aye, lady! I am his lackey, I am his man, and I warn you now, don’t ever forget it again, or that you are my wife!”

“Well, sir, you came for me. I was duly stopped in my efforts. And I know that you will judge me and sentence me as you see fit—you condemned me when I was innocent. At least this time I am guilty of hoping to see King Jean live! But as you are in such a wretched mood, I am well aware that there’s nothing else I can say to you this evening. I cannot apologize for what I meant to do. I have never lied to you about my loyalties or—emotions.” But she had lied. She’d never let him know that trying to remain loyal to old vows had slowly become harder and harder, that she had long loved him as fiercely as she fought him.

She certainly couldn’t tell him such a thing now. And indeed, she needed to tread very carefully. She had crossed him before, and paid the price, but she had never seen him quite this angry.

Don’t think of it! she warned herself.

Head high, she started walking across the room. He had turned his back on her in anger once before. If only she could escape his fury now.

He watched her for several moments, not making a move, one brow arched high with amazement.

But she didn’t make the door.

“Oh, no, milady! You’re not leaving tonight!” he assured her, his long strides allowing him to beat her soundly to the door. He blocked it with the formidable wall of his body.

She stepped back, struggling anew for some dignity, pride, and control.

And courage.

“I should flay you to within an inch of your life!” he snapped out so suddenly that she jerked back, biting into her lip.

“I had to—”

“Ah, yes, the hell with the English blood in you—you had that French vow to keep! Well, that somewhat explains why you would so wretchedly use the very king within whose household you were raised.”

“Then give me over to the king!” she cried out, alarmed at how desperately she pleaded. “Let’s end this—”

He shook his head slowly. “End it? We’ve barely begun.”

“Surely,” she mocked, “you are needed elsewhere. You are the king’s champion. Have you no enemies to challenge tonight? No dragons to slay?”

He smiled. “No dragons this evening for me, my pet. Just one for you. Me.” His glittering gold eyes narrowed dangerously. “Tell me, milady, just what did you write to that dolt, Langlois? You had taken no vows? No marriage was consummated?”

Color stained her cheeks. “I merely said that I needed his assistance.”

“You were willing to lie with him to reach the French king?” he demanded.

She shook her head, blood draining from her face. “You were there! You know that I was not—”

“Ah, yes, my love, thank God that I am aware you were not willing to give anything away—for free.”

“How dare you—”

“How dare you ask?” he demanded, cutting her off, his voice deep and husky with fury.

She was still for a moment. The room seemed tight and small.

Once, she had been determined to deny him. Maybe she had been afraid even then of the tempest he would create within her heart. Maybe she had always known that if he touched her but once …

Adrien continued. “You seduced him with promises of your hand in marriage. Sweet Jesu, milady, but you speak of vows! I remember the vows you made to me, quite clearly, if you do not. Every vow.”

He was walking toward her. It was all that she could manage to keep from screaming aloud, from running madly and wildly, only to slam herself against the wall.

“I remember the vows!” she whispered.

He stood just inches from her, and she felt his tremendous strength and heat as if he touched her. His eyes raked her with their golden fire and now she did move back again, just inches, yet he followed her. She stood to the far wall and he set a palm against it, leaning closer to her still, and smiling once again.

“Ah, milady, do you know what astounds and dismays me most?” he demanded.

She wet her lips warily. “What?”

“That you could say that our marriage had not been consummated. Indeed, I remember even that first night so very well!”

“Aye!” she cried, newly alarmed, for he had thought her guilty of treachery that night as well. She decided she must go on the offensive. “You threatened to prove to that rabble tonight that our marriage was real. You call yourself a knight! You speak of chivalry—”

“I seldom speak of chivalry. And I merely informed the fools that a midwife could be summoned to prove that you were no sweet, innocent lass!”

She gasped. “You would have had me—”

“I would have given nothing to those wretched fools, milady, even to prove to your too-amorous but well-besotted Frenchman that you are legally and in every way very much a wife—my wife. But there is something I do most earnestly intend to give you!”

She swallowed hard, fought for courage, narrowed her eyes. “And what is that, milord tyrant?”

“A jog to your memory, milady wife. I had not realized I had so failed in my husbandly duties that you could forget such a thing as the consummation of your marriage.”

“Oh, you fail at nothing!” she cried out. “And my memory is just fine. I haven’t forgotten a thing—”

She broke off, gasping as she found her blanket wrenched from her and thrown to the floor. She recognized the glitter in his eyes as more than anger and she caught her breath in dismay, thinking of the times when she had longed for him, ached for him, and yet …

He would not forget what she had done tonight, and he would not forgive her, and she couldn’t even fathom where they would go from here. She hadn’t been his choice for a wife; her memory, especially now, seemed far more keen than he could ever fathom. As seconds flew between them, she felt the years cascading past, the pain, the anguish, the Black Death, the loss of so very much to them both.

“No …” she whispered.

“Damn you,” he told her.

She tried to wrench away. He would not allow it.

“You will remember who you are.”

“And to whom I belong?” she cried in protest.

“Aye, lady, indeed!

His lips touched hers. They burned, they were fire, like his eyes … they ignited the seeds of desire deep inside her, aroused her mercilessly. His palm cradled her cheek, his lips and tongue caressed her mouth. She closed her eyes, aware of nothing but her senses for several seconds …

Dear God, no, he would never forgive her this time!

His lips broke from hers.

She struggled from a fog, trying to remind herself that she knew him well, that he held her in contempt and distrust for this night’s work, and that she would be made to pay.

“Please …”

She heard the word, and was surprised to realize that she had issued the plea herself.

For a moment, he was equally startled. “Ah, lady? Beg mercy, would you?”

The taunt in his voice brought her eyes flying open full upon his.

“Not in a—”

“In a pig’s eye?” he suggested, using her term.

“You are the worst of knaves and I’ll never beg anything of you!” she promised, pushing wildly against his chest to free herself.

But his hands were suddenly upon her wrists. His eyes were burning into hers once again, and they were dead still together while the flames snapped and crackled in the hearth.

“Indeed, milady, tonight, by God, you will please me! For I want everything that I have remembered, the hungers of so many nights appeased. Aye, please me. Ease away the rage. I demand it!”

She found herself up and in his arms, and falling into the softness of the bed that had awaited them, his body wickedly hot as he pressed her nakedness down into the coolness of the linen sheets. Again his lips caught hers. With pressure now, with fierce demand. She tried to twist from his assault, felt the liquid flame as his tongue pressed past the barriers of her lips and teeth, entering into her, filling her sweetly. His hands raked over her naked thighs and hips, rose to cover and caress her breasts. His weight held her still; his hands commanded a magic of equal power, his lips seduced with ruthless hunger. He rose above her, casting aside tunic and shirt with an urgency that tore the latter, yet he didn’t seem to notice. She swallowed again, feeling the tremors fill her that had from the start when she gazed upon his body. He was bronzed and scarred upon the shoulder and chest, incredibly beautiful nonetheless, for his taut muscles were temptation in themselves, the copper sheen of the fire that danced upon them as haunting as the flicker of flame that drew a moth to a fire’s deadly heat.

She would not touch, she would not fall, she would not burn in the flames …

But she would, for he drew her hand to his chest, where it lay upon the thunder of his heart, the softness of the crisp red-gold hair. And she met his eyes still when he drew her hand ever downward, enclosing her slender, trembling fingers around the great shaft, life and fire itself. His body shuddered massively, yet his eyes pinned her still and when she would have gasped and drawn her touch away, his fingers curled around her own and a half-smile curved his lip.

“Lest you forget!” he whispered, and she discovered herself meeting his eyes, trembling within, and longing for him in the most traitorous way. Yet his gaze held her until he eased himself downward, parted her thighs, met her eyes once again. She cried out, trying to twist away again, knowing his intent. There was no escape. He ravaged her intimately with tongue and touch until it seemed that she plummeted into an abyss, writhing, gasping, and crying out again …

Burning in the flames.

He rose above her, entered her. His fingers entwined with hers at either side of her head as the fullness of him thrust into her, deeper, deeper still, deeper again. She closed her eyes, yet felt his fierce gaze upon her, and opened them again.

“Lest you forget me …” he whispered.

She could never forget. Never, never.

Not this tempest, not this fire. Not the man, tension and steel above and within her now, not this reckless beat and thrust, climbing, thundering, demanding …

Sweet, mindless pressure spiralled within her. Honeyed pleasure doused her body and soul even as she felt his last shuddering thrust impale her, the stream of his seed fill her. She closed her eyes tightly, dismayed by the hot tears that threatened to spill as he moved away from her.

Already, he was rising.

Tonight he had come for her.

But her fate had to be decided. Come the daylight, he had to ride to battle, and she was a traitor.

It was war. As it had always been, from the first time they had met. Aye, she had known him forever. Perhaps she had loved him just as long. Been his enemy as long.

Alas, no!

Longer.

For war had begun before they met, before she was even born.

And thus their roles had been cast.



Part I: To the victor …



Chapter 1

The Castle of Aville

Fall, 1336

“I KNOW HOW TO breach the walls,” Adrien MacLachlan said.

No one heard him. Edward was in a rage. Sweeping his great mantle behind him, the towering Plantagenet king shouted again in fury. “By God, this is madness! I, Edward, the warrior king, cannot breach walls held by a woman!”

Around his campfire, the king’s most illustrious knights held silent against his wrath, deeply frustrated themselves. They were muddied, weary, bloodied, and cold. It had seemed a simple enough measure to take Aville, a small fortress situated on land within Edward’s own duchy. A fortress held by Lenore, daughter of the late Comte Jon d’Aville, a second cousin to the Valois king.

It was rumored that the French king hid within the walls, and thus, King Edward’s preoccupation with taking the fortress, despite the countess’s talent with boiling oil, flaming arrows, and other methods of defense.

“Can’t someone give me advice?” the king demanded.

“Sire!” Adrien cried. “I know how to breach the walls.”

Edward, hearing the boy at last, spun around. His ward, the Scottish lad, stood at the entry to the tent.

The boy was just ten, but he was already tall and showed great promise of strength in the breadth of his shoulders. His golden eyes were steady and shrewd, and along with his growing prowess with arms, he had a keen desire for knowledge, spending many of his free hours with his head buried in books. He also showed great courage, Edward thought, to come upon this gathering at his tender age—and offer advice.

“Ah, the Scots lad is going to advise us!” Brian of Perth groaned angrily. He was in a foul mood, having received a burn on his shoulder that day. “Get on out of here, lad!”

“Wait!” the king commanded, his cold blue gaze putting Brian in his place. “The Scots have been known to teach us many a lesson! Come in, boy. I’ll listen to any piece of tactical advice at this time!”

Adrien MacLachlan stepped into the center of the circle, closer to the fire. He kept his head high, his shoulders straight, aware that he must give an impression of wisdom and strength far greater than his years allowed. His father had taught him well.

“A poor man, even one with noble blood, must be a strong one, boy. If you would survive these troubled times, my lad, I would create a great warrior of you. Most importantly, impoverished men—aye, even defeated men, such as ourselves!—must excel, and thus, in the end, become the victorious. Never accept defeat, my son. Not when you fear a stronger opponent. Not when you have taken the first blow. Never surrender, for the only surrender there can be is death itself. Fight hard, boy, fight with your wits as well as your brawn. Never be afraid to learn. Then fight for honor, fight to carve a place for yourself in this fine harsh world of chivalry and death. Fight hard, and so, my boy, you will conquer even kings!”

Not long ago, Carlin, chieftain of the clan MacLachlan, had said those words to him. Grandson of a Scottish earl, kin to the family of the late, great Robert the Bruce, he was then suffering the defeat of the forces of Robert’s son, David II, as Edward of England set another pretender, another Baliol, upon the throne of Scotland. Because of that unrest, it seemed to Adrien that he had been born fighting. Constant battle with the English had stripped them of crops and livestock. Baliol was on the throne, but the MacLachlans fought for David II.

But one day, as battle ebbed, he had seen his father in the midst of a group of well-armed knights. One mounted man stared down at his father; he recognized that man as his greatest enemy—Edward III. Adrien had been certain that the English king had come to kill his father. And so, nothing, not even life itself, had mattered.

He ran across the fields, his small dirk in his hands. With a cry of rage, he had flown at Edward and nearly toppled him from his horse. He’d had his dirk at the man’s throat, ready to strike, when his father pulled him from their enemy.

“Nay, lad, nay!” warned Carlin.

“Hang the boy!” a man cried. “Your Grace, he all but slit your throat.”

But the king dismounted and came forward, tipping up his visor. Adrien saw a pair of bright blue eyes, a handsome face framed by golden hair.

“Hang him? This son of so valiant a warrior himself, a man come to make his terms with me? I think not! The lad has just shown more courage—and skill, I might add—than a score of you, my finest!”

There was a bellow of laughter from some of the men.

“Laird MacLachlan!” the king continued. “We are well met—your honor is thus preserved. If it is your will, this fine son of yours will reside at my court and be raised with my oldest son as his constant companion. I will keep him safe, and you will no longer harry my northern borders.”

“Aye, Edward, King of England!” Adrien’s father agreed.

“Nay, Father, I’ll not leave you—” Adrien began, but his father closed his lips with his hand, and later, in the ruins of the family fortress, Adrien was told the truth of it.

“My boy, we’ve fought him good and long and hard, but he’s an enemy I respect. He doesn’t realize that the Scots will never accept a Baliol upon the throne, but one day, I warrant, David Bruce will be back. But we starve here. I need you at the king’s court. I need to know what happens among the Englishmen, I need them to take on the expense of training and arming you. I pray that you will go now and give the King of England all the loyalty and obedience you have shown me. I love you, son. I couldna’ be prouder of you.”

Soon after they had ridden south, the king of England had summoned Adrien to stand before him again. He had stood, grave, his hands behind his back. “Your father was one of the finest fighting men I knew, boy. You must always be proud of him, for all men respect his memory, Englishmen and Scots.”

“His—memory?”

“He sent you with me and made peace because he knew he was dying. And among your unruly tribesmen there were many who might have been willing to kill you for your family holdings—such as they have fallen to be! Lad, your mother was Lady Margaret of Meadenlay. Her brother has just perished in battle—his son succombed to fever last week. You have inherited English lands in the south, and are now, my boy, the Count of Meadenlay and Laird of Reggar. By your father’s will, I stand as your guardian, and you will remain in my service.”

And so, he became to be with Edward now, and dared to speak to the knights here. He had taken part in some of the assaults against the walls. The king’s men grudgingly acknowledged his abilities—some gained in Scotland, and some learned from the same master swordsmen who trained the king’s own sons. But their assaults were all for nothing. Like the others, he had seen the beautiful Lenore d’Aville upon the ramparts, ordering down the rain of flaming destruction which had fallen on the English. They had called her a witch, a temptress, seducing men to their deaths. For it was true. Great knights stared up at her, captivated by the sight of her ebony hair blowing in the wind, and death had fallen upon them. Even Edward raged, claiming his men were bewitched.

“Speak up, Scotsman!” the king commanded.

“We must dig a tunnel,” Adrien said.

“A tunnel!” Sir George scoffed.

“Would you continue sacrificing men to the boiling oil and oatmeal the countess casts down each day? When we could so easily dig beneath her defenses, get a man in to open the gates, and fight then in fair hand to hand combat?”

“Bah! We keep up the battering ram, break the portcullis!” roared William of Chelsey, an experienced knight.

Adrien spoke swiftly. “Think again! Hear me! At what great loss, sire? And what if there is a double portcullis, with murderer’s slits above? More men will die, trapped in agony as the countess rains oil or arrows upon them.”

Robert of Oxford, an older knight who had long served the king, spoke up in the boy’s defense. “He has studied the architecture of these castles, sire,” he said quietly.

Edward eyed the boy. “I’ll see more of this plan. You will draw it out for me. Robert, get parchment. Show me, boy, show me what you have in mind.”

With Robert supporting him, Adrien did so, explaining how such strategies had worked years before for Roman and Greek conquerors on different types of structures.

“Sire, I do suggest,” said William of Chelsey, “that our young Scots lad—with all his book knowledge—he be the one to enter the castle, and thus bring about its downfall.”

“He’s but a decade on this earth!” Edward snapped.

“But willing to go, sire!” Adrien said excitedly. He trembled, afraid, and yet eager. Fear was not a bad thing; letting it defeat courage was. He longed to be the warrior his father had told him he must be. He was anxious to prove himself to the king—and to himself.

In the end, it was determined that he would go.

Preparations began; Adrien’s strategy was put into play. Men slinked to the walls in the cover of rain and night. Miners tunneled deeply. If they were discovered, they would surely perish, for the defenders of the castle would flood their tunnel and drown them all.

But the tunnel was not discovered, and Adrien managed to get within the walls, unseen. Under the cover of darkness, he chopped the ropes that held the gates, and the English troops came charging through.

Caught within the castle walls himself, he fought that day against a dozen Frenchmen determined to place his head on a spike above their walls; he fought desperately, for his life, and he fought afraid.

But he did not let the fear defeat him, and that night, though the English knights and nobles and infantrymen teased him, they toasted him as well.

Within the castle walls at long last, Edward III, King of England, watched the flames dance. Christ’s blood! He was weary. He had never expected to fight so exhaustingly here—only to discover that the French king was not in residence here after all!

He swallowed down the contents of a chalice of fine claret as he stood before the hearth, easing his tensions somewhat. But then, Robert of Oxford entered behind him.

“I have brought the countess,” Robert said.

The countess! the king thought furiously. Despite his many good points, Edward III was a Plantagenet king, and all knew that the Plantagenets were a passionate and rare breed of men, prone to rages. In a rage, he was formidable. He was a towering man, a warrior king who held his power in his own two mighty hands.

He had learned early that it was necessary to do so. His grandfather had been the great King Edward I—the Hammer of the Scots. His father, the unfortunate Edward II, had lost Scotland to Robert the Bruce. Edward II had been a weak ruler who had formed intimate liaisons with evil and crafty supporters—and fallen prey to an invasion of his country by his own queen and her lover. Edward II had been captured, forced to abdicate to his son, then cruelly murdered.

Crowned King of England when he was fifteen, Edward had not been unaware of his position, or his past, or of the sins of either of his parents. His father had been weak, his mother had been called the she-wolf of France. His mother’s lover, Roger Mortimer, the Earl of March, had held complete sway with her, and Edward had not been king long before being warned that Mortimer wished to seize the throne himself. But the people, nobles and the commons alike, were up in arms against Mortimer.

And so, when Edward was eighteen, Mortimer met his death, hanged on the common gallows at Tyburn. Edward knew from that time on that he must be a strong king. His first son, Edward of Woodstock, was born that same year. He swore to himself that he would build a powerful monarchy, restore respect for the royal family, and rule with both power and compassion. He was blessed with a good queen, Philippa of Hainault, and though she was no great beauty, she was warm, intelligent—fertile, the good Lord bless her!—and quickly beloved of his people.

Yet not even Edward’s best intentions, nor his affection for his wife, could change the fact of his Plantagenet blood, and tonight, he paced with an energy and tension to match that of the leopards of his blazon and arms.

It had been nearly three hundred years since the Conquest of England, nearly two hundred since Henry II and Eleanor had brought the titles of their own French lands into the English monarchy. Granted, John of England had lost a great deal of the English royal holdings and prestige in the first years of the thirteenth century, but certain lands had remained strongholds. Kings of England had been calling themselves kings of France for many years, yet Edward had a better reason than most to do so, for his mother, Isabella, she-wolf of France that she might have been, had also been the daughter of Philip the Fair. Three of her brothers had taken the French crown; all three had died childless. Claims through the female line had been debarred by the parliament in Paris, and the crown had gone to Philip of Valois, a cousin of the three deceased Capetians, then to Edward himself. Edward argued that although females themselves might be barred, he was a male, and a more direct descendant of Philip the Fair.

Edward knew he hadn’t really the strength of men and arms to seize the French throne, but Philip was now after the duchy of Acquitaine, perhaps the most important English possession left upon French soil. Philip also threatened Edward that there would be no solution to the problem of Acquitaine until Edward granted the Scots their rights, and he’d be damned if he’d let the French dictate to him about the Scots!

So Edward had come here to do battle with his French cousin—and done battle with a woman instead.

“Bring her in,” he commanded now to Robert.

As she was led into the room, Edward awaited a cry for mercy, a word, but her head remained high. Her hair was blacker than the night, streaming free down her back. Her gown was a soft purple, hem, neck, and sleeves trimmed in fur. Her eyes were green, a blazing emerald, meeting his with no apology, and certainly no plea for mercy. She was slim and lithe, the gown molding to her. The soft, clean scent of rose petals seemed to surround her; her face and gown were perfection. He didn’t know if it was the sweet scent sweeping over him, or perhaps the one sign of her agitation, the wild rise and fall of her breasts beneath the fur-trimmed bodice, that suddenly created a new emotion within his anger—desire. Fierce, powerful, undeniable.

Her face was perfectly sculpted. If he touched it, he thought, her cheeks would feel like silk. Her long, ink-black hair would tease and arouse the senses.

She stared at him with calm, defiant contempt. Even now she hadn’t the sense to beg mercy. Perhaps she felt that her noble blood would protect her. Dear God, but she was wrong.

He took a step toward her, furious that he could want her so when she had so blatantly defied him. By God, he had the power to execute her if he chose!

“Witch!” he charged her, and his hand cracked hard across her face, so hard that it startled her from her imperious stance, sending her down upon a knee. He stared down at her, a moment’s remorse seizing him. But then her face raised to his once again, and her eyes seemed to gleam with the brilliance of a thousand gems.

She rose to her feet, cheek reddened, and cried out, “You are no king here! The great Edward, the great warrior! Making battle with children, burning crops, slaughtering animals. You may take what you will, but no one will surrender to you, no one here will beg mercy from you!”

And with those words, she threw herself at him, nails clawing for his face. Stunned that anyone, man or woman, would dare take such action, he threw his arms up just in time to defend himself. Still, her impetus brought them both crashing down upon the wooden floor before the hearth. Fighting desperately now, she sought to free herself from his weight. The fire blazed all around them. It caught upon the blade of the tiny knife she drew from her pocket to use in her defense, and in doing, so sealed her fate …

He caught her wrist, seized the weapon, sent it flying. He took hold of her beautiful mauve gown, and the sound of the fabric tearing seemed incredibly loud in the otherwise silent room. The blazing green fury in her eyes seduced him anew, along with the feel of her now naked breasts.

She let out a cry as a demon light in his own eyes clearly told her that she had lost her battle. Her fists rained upon his shoulders, denial tore from her lips.

She fought him until she could fight no more. And he didn’t give a damn. He was the conqueror, and he took her with a fury, mindless of her innocence … yet in the end, his anger abated, and he became gentle, captivated by her perfection, her sweet scent and silken flesh.

When it was over, when she lay curled away from him, determined that he would not hear her sobs or see her tears, he was shamed. That he should feel so, of course, angered him all over again. “Beg mercy now,” he said harshly, “and I will see that you keep your life, even if innocence is lost.”

She was silent for a moment, then with a sob she whispered, “No one here will surrender, or beg mercy!”

He thought then that he barely knew her, and yet he was amazed by her, fascinated and infatuated.

He thought of Philippa, of the fine family she had given him, of the love she nurtured within it. Philippa, expecting another child. Sons, to give him a strong house, and a strong rule, with his kingdom secured with a multitude of heirs. She was with him often in his camps, alongside as he fought his battles …

But she wasn’t here tonight. And admittedly, he had been a man to take what he wanted before.

“Perhaps,” he murmured suddenly to the girl, “you will beg mercy, in time.”

He picked her up—she hadn’t the strength left to fight him—and brought her to the master’s chamber. He kept her there throughout the night, made love to her more gently, and let the wildfires within his blood run free.

But she never did surrender. Or beg mercy.

When morning came, he left her to go campaigning once again, the castle held secure by Robert of Oxford.

Philip VI of France gave word that he would meet Edward in battle. The King of England waited, ready, eager to fight.

But word came then that Philip had made a hasty retreat back to Paris. Edward’s advisors all warned him that he had been left with nothing but barren earth, and that he should take his troops back to Hainault, and there spend the winter.

He determined that he would do so, yet some of what he had taken and conquered, he was loath to let go. As he made his preparations to travel in the great hall of the castle at Aville, and in the midst of other matters, he sent Robert to bring Lenore before him once again.

He had spent each night with her since he had come to the castle, held her, savored her youth and beauty and pride. Indeed, she was something of a witch, for even now, he realized that he cared too deeply for her.

He determined not to meet her gaze, and looked back down at the document he was about to seal and sign. “Lenore d’Aville, it is my intention that you will be brought to England. From there, negotiations with your kinsman, the King of France, may begin for your release.”

“This is my castle, and you cannot hold it! And you mustn’t bring me to England!” she cried out. She moved toward him angrily, but he caught her hard, determined to remind her of his power. He smiled slowly. “Beg mercy?” he suggested.

“And would it be forthcoming?” she demanded.

He shook his head. “Lady you will come to England, and there be housed within the great tower of London.”

The king had one night remaining in the castle at Aville before he had to travel on. He conducted business late into the night, then came to the master’s chambers. It was late, but still, she remained before the fire, bathed and naked except for a soft fur about her, her long hair streaming down her back, one bare shoulder catching the bronze of the firelight.

She said nothing when he swept her up, nothing when his desire for her soared and peaked. She lay beside him, and he thought that she slept. But she spoke to him then.

“Let me go!” she pleaded.

But he shook his head. “I cannot.”

When morning came, she slept, and he looked down upon her, and knew that he was bewitched. She had touched him as no one ever had. But indeed, he was king.

And he had to ride out that morning.

That winter, Edward III became closely allied with the Flemings, who would pay him homage if he would take on the tide and arms of France. He had the fleur-de-lis of France quartered with his own leopards for his banner, which aggravated King Philip. Philip told messengers that he was not displeased that Edward, who was his cousin, might take on the French arms—he was merely displeased that Edward would quarter the leopards first, as if the island of England might be as great as the nation of France.

Edward returned to England. Queen Philippa bore him another child, a boy, and he was named John. Yet as Edward celebrated this fine news, he received a message that it was urgent Robert of Oxford see him. Edward felt a tug at his heart, for he had sent Robert on to London with Lenore.

Good Robert, loyal Robert! He was nearly as tall as Edward himself, a strong and valiant knight, more than sixty years old now and still as straight as an arrow, a gentle man despite his prowess at warfare—the best of men.

Robert congratulated the king on the birth of his son, then said, “Though I am certain I am the only one aware of the lady’s condition, there are many very aware of your special interest in the Countess d’Aville. With the queen so recently delivered of such a fine boy, I’m certain that the news of a royal bastard would not be welcome to her. Also, there is the lady herself, and I must tell you that I have come to care very greatly for her.”

Edward stared at Robert for several long moments. Even thinking of the girl could stir his blood, and despite the circumstances, he was ridiculously pleased that she was, indeed, going to bear him a child. He told himself that it would make her pay for her initial defiance of him—she would be reminded of the English king every day of her life once she bore his child.

He leaned back in his chair. “I will see that the Countess d’Aville is married to a proper lord immediately.”

“To someone kind as well as discreet, I implore you!” Robert urged him.

The king smiled. “The kindest and most discreet man. I am now preparing to go to battle once again with my dear cousin, Philip. A naval battle, and I will need you, too, old friend. But first, we will settle this matter here and now, by proxy. Lenore will be married within the week.”

“But to whom—”

“You, my old friend. You will wed the lady. The Count of Gariston has recently died, and left no heirs—therefore, I grant you the land and the titles, and a new bride to bring to them. The castle at Gariston is exceptionally fine, one of the most ancient in the country, yet the old count was a crafty—rich!—fellow, and it is a fine, warm place to abide.”

Robert nodded. “Sire, I am exceedingly grateful for the holdings. I am too old for such a young bride.”

“Older men have married younger women,” Edward said.

But indeed, Edward was glad of Robert’s age. He did not care to imagine the raven-haired beauty with any man other than himself, and thus it seemed an older man the best choice for Lenore. He could not keep the two from being together, but still, Lenore would remember him while lying in her husband’s arms.

Three days later, the Countess d’Aville was married by proxy without her knowledge or consent.

In the tower, she heard only that she had been married to an English baron. She kept her peace, waiting, until Robert of Oxford returned to her, awkward and silent.

“Dear God, what has he done to me now?” she demanded, pleading for an answer.

He cleared his throat. “He has wed you to me.”

Robert was deeply dismayed to see the tears that rose in her eyes. He came to her upon one knee, taking her hand in both of his, offering his most profuse apologies. “Dear lady, I am heartfully sorry that you are pained to be saddled with such an old warrior. I love you beyond words, and am happy to act as husband or father, however you would have me.”

Lenore set her free hand atop his silvering hair. “Robert, I cry for the land that I will never see again, the people I loved, the ancient castle walls that were my home for so long. With all my heart, I assure you this: of all the men that Edward might have chosen in his kingdom, there is none I might have been more pleased to wed.”

He rose from his knees. “I will get you from this place before the child is born. I swear, Lenore, I will love and protect the babe, and from this moment, the child will be mine. I will see you safe, then I must make haste to attend the king again, for he is ready to go to battle once more.”

“He will spend his life ready to go to battle,” Lenore said quietly.

“You mustn’t hate him too much. I will strive all of my life to make up to you what he has done.”

“I don’t hate him!” she whispered softly.

It was all that she said, yet, looking into her beautiful eyes, Robert realized that she was very much like the king herself. She would fight unto the very end for her own rights. But though she might have defied King Edward, she cared for him in her own way, just as the king had fallen as deeply in love with her as he had dared.

“I will do all that I can—”

“Dear Robert! Nay, I will do all that I can to bring happiness to you! There is only one wish that I have, and you cannot grant it.”

“And it is?” Robert demanded.

“I wish to go home!” she said softly. “To Aville. I do not hate the king, but …” She touched her swollen abdomen. “I would like the three of us to have a chance as a family.”

“Ah, lady! I serve the king!” Robert whispered miserably. “And yet, perhaps, if his campaigns prove successful, he will allow me to take you home.”

“Perhaps,” she agreed, and smiled tenderly.

Edward prepared to battle the French fleet. When the enemy ships began to move, he determined that it was time to attack.

The English pitched into the fray with cogs, broad-beamed merchantmen, while the French were better equipped with proper war galleys.

Though it was fought at sea, the battle was fought with every weapon imaginable—arrows, swords at close range, even stones thrown from ship to ship to rain down death.

Robert of Oxford fought bravely through the long hours of the first day.

That night, while the English king’s troops celebrated their first day’s victory, a messenger arrived and quickly sought out Robert of Oxford. The count was the father of a baby girl, healthy and fine in every way. His countess, Lenore, begged that Robert take the greatest care of himself, and come home to care for her and their child.

Happiness enveloped Robert. He’d been alone all these years. In his old age, he had a family.

But the next afternoon, when an outstanding victory was all but achieved by the English, a French ship seeking escape sent a rain of arrows hurtling down upon the English vessels.

One found its mark deep within Robert’s chest. His men gave chase to the ship, still following his orders. After she was caught, run aground, boarded, and taken, Robert allowed the surgeon to study the arrow in his chest, but he didn’t need the sorrowful man to tell him what he already knew.

The wound was mortal.

“Send for the king,” he entreated his men. He was in no pain, but he felt a numbness that promised death.

“A priest, man, summon a priest!” called his second in command. “And for the love of God, someone find the king!”

Men rushed in around Robert, tears in their eyes, for he had always been a gallant and courageous man.

A priest arrived; the last rites were given.

Near death, Robert at last saw the golden head of his king above him. “Sweet God, but I cannot go on without you, old friend!” Edward said.

Robert whispered. Edward leaned closer.

“Grant me this, on my deathbed!” Robert pleaded. “Grant Lenore freedom to take—to take the babe home to Aville. Before God, Edward, I beg this of you!”

His voice had grown louder. He found the strength to grip the king’s arm. “Protect the babe. Stand as godfather to her—send her home with her mother.”

He leaned back, exhausted.

“Robert, save your strength—”

“Edward, give me your promise.”

“Aye, man, you’ve my promise!” the king cried harshly. “Now fight the shadows of death, Robert, as you have fought my enemies. Dear God, my good old friend! Fight now—!”

But Robert’s eyes closed. He lay at peace. The valiant warrior had lost this battle. Robert of Oxford was dead.

“Sire, do we send the body with word to Lord Robert’s lady in London?”

Startled, the king looked up. It was Adrien, grave and sorrowful, who had asked the question. Adrien, who had often fought by Robert’s side, admiring the man’s patience, wisdom, and loyalty. Adrien, reminding him of his duty.

“Aye,” the king said sadly.

“Sire, shall we arrange to give the Lady Lenore escort back to Aville?” Adrien asked.

The king looked at the boy. At eleven, he was tall and gangly. His eyes were bright with a golden wisdom that went well beyond his years. He expected the king to keep his promise, and Edward was well aware that he must do so, if only to keep this remarkable young lad’s loyalty.

“Aye,” the king said. Ah, Robert! he thought of his old friend. Noble even unto death, he had forced Edward to grant the lady freedom. “Nay” Edward said then, “I will see Robert’s child first. We will send for the countess. I will stand godfather to the babe as I vowed. Then … then Lenore may return to Aville,” he said wearily at last. “With advisors from my own court, she will surely hold it well for me.”

Lenore arrived in the Low Countries when her babe was but a few months old. She stood with the king in an ancient cathedral by the shore, she in mourning, the babe in her arms, the king stiff and cold as he watched her. Jeannette d’Este, the French widow of an English knight, was godmother, and would journey back to Aville with Lenore.

The ceremony was elaborate, as befitted that for a child who would have a king for a guardian. During it, the king held his infant daughter in his arms. She was endowed with a headful of raven-dark hair. Her tiny cheeks were round and rose-tinted, but her features were already fine and delicate and beautiful. She had a little rosebud of a mouth, a small, straight nose, fine, high bones, skin soft as silk.

Her eyes were emerald.

She lay perfectly still in his arms, staring up at him as if she challenged him, and if she were only a bit older, she would have fought his hold, and demanded she be set down.

Lenore would not look at the king during the ceremony. When she talked to others, he saw that she deeply mourned Robert. She was pale, slim, and beautiful still.

That night she was to stay in a Dover manor, held by Lord Huntington. The king had meant to keep his distance, but as he brooded through the evening, he realized that he could not.

That night, a servant summoned Lenore to come alone to another guest wing within the manor. She was ushered into a bedchamber with a large hearth and a table before it. Seated at that table, features drawn and brooding, was the king.

Fear pricked at her heart. She kept her distance from him. “Milord King of England!” she said softly. “I know you gave my husband a promise that I should return home. Surely, sire, you could not fail to fulfill such a vow.”

Edward sighed deeply and stood, running his fingers through his hair. “Aye, lady, I will honor my vow.”

“Then—?”

“I have summoned you because I had to see you. Had to hear your voice.”

“Indeed,” Lenore said, for he walked toward her then, and she felt a buckling in her knees. “Perhaps it is well, for I have not had the chance to congratulate you on the birth of your new son.”

“Truly, you are a witch to taunt me now in so gentle a tone.”

“Edward, will you or will you not allow me to go?”

“On my terms,” he said.

“And they are?”

He walked away from her, hands clasped behind him. “Should anything ever happen to you, the child is given over to my care.”

Lenore was silent for a moment. “Why?” she asked.

“She is mine by right.”

“She is yours, but by no right.”

“Perhaps you will not believe this, but in my way, I have loved her mother.”

“Will I leave here if this promise is not given?” Lenore asked softly, tears filling her eyes.

“You will leave in the morning, if the winds grant a crossing.”

She sighed after a moment. “I will abide by your will then, milord king.”

“Will you, Lenore?” he asked her softly. He had come close again. So close that she remembered too well everything that had been between them.

“When morning comes, I will set you free, I swear it! But by God, lady, perhaps we will never meet again!” he cried, his voice grown tense and passionate, his words, indeed, a vow.

Lenore closed her eyes briefly, struggling for breath. She met his demanding gaze once again. “So be it then!” she whispered fiercely in return.

And once again, felt his touch, his hands upon her arms, his lips so near her own. She heard his voice, oddly hoarse as he entreated her, “Ah, lady, that you would not hate me so!”

“Sweet Jesu!” she cried. “That I could not hate you more!” And with her words, she found herself lifted, imprisoned in his arms.

But in the morning, a fair wind rose.

And as the king had promised, she was free. With her infant in her arms, she stood upon a cliff and looked out at the English countryside.

I shall never return, she thought, and felt a shiver. The cold swept through her, seeming to haunt her. Nor, she thought, would she ever see the king again, and yet …

Her hands trembled. For she was suddenly quite certain that the babe she carried would, one day, come back.

Just as the king had kept his word, so would her own promise to Edward of England be upheld.

“Milady, may I help you?”

She looked back to see Adrien, the Scots lad with the striking golden eyes who had mourned Robert so deeply. He stood near her, tall and strong and grave against the cold wind.

“Your ship is ready to sail, milady,” he told her quietly.

“Aye, Adrien. My thanks, if you’ll take the babe?” she inquired softly, for the way down was steep, and she knew the lad was far more sure-footed man she was.

She handed him her daughter. He held the child awkwardly. The babe instantly began howling. Lenore found herself smiling as he struggled to hold the lass more securely.

“Can you manage?” she inquired.

“Aye!” he said indignantly.

At the landing, he returned the babe to her. “She’s quite a temper,” he said.

“I’m afraid so.”

“She’s not much like her father,” he said apologetically.

Lenore lowered her lashes. Her infant daughter proved to be more like her true father daily, she was afraid.

“Time will tell, as she’s just a babe!” she told him.

“You loved him very much,” Adrien said, and she saw how he mourned Robert. “The babe’s father.”

She smiled. “Indeed, very much.” No lie was spoken. She had loved Robert, deeply. And she hated the fact that she loved the king, but she loved him as well. That was one of the reasons she was so desperate to leave.

“Aye, Adrien!” she said. Then she kissed his cheek swiftly. She knew the boy’s strategy had been part of the downfall of Aville, but she knew as well that Edward would never have relented, and she did not blame Adrien, knowing full well that a siege might have brought about more deaths.

He flushed slightly. “God speed you, lady.”

“And you, Laird MacLachlan! Until we meet again.”

Again, she felt a strange tremor. They would not meet again. And yet she had a strange feeling about the handsome young MacLachlan. As if their lives had become intertwined the day Aville had fallen.

The wind blew cold.

As she had said, time would tell.
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