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    Thomas William Hiddleston, your characters inspire us in ways you could never imagine. 


Summer, you made me do this. It’s all your fault.
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Prologue
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Summer 1442, Meradin

The hooded man stepped from the dark forest shadows. Crispin Saville glanced up as he approached. A hint of moonlight showed through the clouds and the treetops, but it afforded him no aid in uncovering the man’s identity. Crispin pulled his hood down lower to ensure his face remained hidden.

“My fee is fifty gold pieces.” The man’s voice was low and hoarse as though he struggled to form the words on his tongue.

Crispin pulled a small bag of coins from his pocket and tossed it at the stranger who caught it with ease. He clenched his teeth as the man counted each coin. “’Tis all there.”

The man snorted and pocketed the coins. “It shall be done.”

Crispin nodded with satisfaction. “I expect it concluded within a fortnight.”

“You cannot rush a master; any artist will tell you so.” The man scoffed and retreated into the forest.

Without a second thought to the transaction, Crispin returned to the inn and slipped into the loud common room. The drunk revelers pushed and shoved, clamoring for ale and female companionship. He slid into a chair facing the front door, his back to the wall, desperate for a distraction.

A buxom maid sauntered toward him. “What can I get for you, love?”

“Ale,” he said, barely sparing her a glance. She pouted and walked away, her arse swaying beneath the thin material of her skirt.

He kept his hood up. Even in common garments, his face was recognizable to most in the village. His thoughts drifted to the man he paid. Henry would be disappointed in his decision and the direction of his plans. Not that it mattered. His trusted friend always proved more conservative. He wished his friend was home. It would only be a matter of time before Crispin sat upon the throne, then he could call Henry back to his side. Patience afforded him more opportunities, but it singed his pride to entrust such a delicate task to a stranger, especially in the absence of his friend’s counsel.

The thought of relinquishing control set him on edge. He would rather do the task himself, although it would allow too much room for speculation regarding his involvement. His hand flexed with the need to move to action. There were several ways to burn off frustration, were there not? He knew exactly where to find an eager participant with little effort.

His gaze settled on the wench who brought him his ale. Yes, she would do quite nicely for the evening. She came eagerly when he called.
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Chapter One
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“Be a good girl.” Crispin tapped the slender riding crop on the edge of the bed. “Put your feet up. Let me see you spread bare for me.”

“Yes, your highness.” She drew back her legs and clasped her arms around them. Her smooth arse and swollen lips stood stark against the dark blankets on the bed.

“Exquisite.” He appraised her with a crooked smile and traced the whip down the length of her leg and over her cleft. “Now count to ten for me.” He brought the whip down across her bottom, eliciting a shriek from her followed by a moan of pleasure.

“One.” She whimpered as he brought the whip down again. “Two.”

He admired the flush of pleasure consuming her body. “Lovely.” He smacked the whip against her supple flesh again and again, each time harder than the last.

“Three...four...five...” She moaned with each strike.

His cock strained against his hose, aching to be released. When she reached ten, he put the whip down.

“On your knees.” He reached for his belt. She scrambled to her knees and thrust her arse in the air.

A knock sounded through the chamber. He fumed. How many times must he remind them to leave him alone after the evening meal?

“I will not be disturbed!”

“Your highness.” A strained voice echoed through the solid wooden door. “The king wishes to speak with you straight away.”

His cock wilted at the mention of his father. He glanced at the door, willing the man behind it to burst into flames.

“Your highness?”

“I am coming!” He tossed the whip down and glanced at the naked wench on his bed. “Cover yourself.” He strode to the door and opened it. “This had better be a matter of life and death. I gave clear instructions I was not to be disturbed.”

“I beg your pardon, your highness.” The servant bowed. “I explained your request to the king, but he insisted you be summoned immediately.”

Crispin inclined his head, agitation clawing at his spine. “Well, I would hate to keep him waiting.” His words dripped with sarcasm.

The king only demanded his presence when he wanted something. He frowned, feeling the crease deepen between his brows. The only time anyone had use for him was when they desired something of value.

The servant led him to the king’s presence chamber and opened the doors. Crispin sauntered into the room, bearing an air of boredom and disinterest. The servant closed the doors behind him as he exited. The king sat behind his desk, reading a roll of parchment, oblivious to his presence. He cleared his throat his father continued to ignore him.

“You required me to attend you, yet you do not speak.” Crispin bit back the other words threatening to spill from his lips. Over the past several weeks, his father had shown him nothing but contempt. He had returned victorious from a quest and was met with utter disregard. He straightened, watching his father take up a quill and write upon the parchment before him. His father’s fair hair bore no sign of his age.

Crispin ran his hand through his own dark auburn locks. He resembled his mother, while Francis—he let the thoughts of his brother drift away and focused instead on his growing irritation with his father.

“I did.” The king spoke slowly, not lifting his gaze from the parchment before him. “You have put me in an awkward position.” He finally met Crispin’s gaze. “I am forced to make a difficult decision.”

“I am unaware of what you refer, Father.” Crispin grit his teeth.

“You know damned well what you have done!” The king rose from his seat and slammed his fist down on the massive wooden desk. He stalked around it, approaching Crispin. His dark gray eyes shone with exasperation and conviction.

Crispin swallowed hard and straightened, keeping his attention fixed on the far wall. He refused to make eye contact with his father. Why should he care what the peasants or lords thought of him? He was the rightful heir to the throne, chosen by God to lead them. He smirked, allowing his arrogance to bolster his courage.

“She informed me she was unattached. How was I to know she was the visiting duke’s wife dressed in peasant rags?” Crispin dropped carelessly in the chair beside him, swinging his legs over the arm.

“Do not pretend you had no inkling as to her identity. Why must you constantly behave like a self-indulgent child?” The king leaned against his desk, arms crossed, his gaze narrowed on Crispin.

“Because I am—at least according to you.” He grew tired of the lectures and his father’s constant ridicule.

“Crispin.” The king rubbed his forehead. “This is precisely why I sent Henry away. If you do not learn to control your baser impulses, I will be forced to cut you from your inheritance and give the crown to the next in line, your cousin Fredrick.”

His head snapped up at the mention of Henry and the implication of the king’s words. “Father, you cannot be serious. You would deny me the throne? My cousin, the bumbling fool, has neither the presence of mind nor the fortitude to rule a nation.”

The old man shook his head. “I have done all I can to lead you, to show you how to rule as a true king should, but you simply refuse to acknowledge the basic tenets of leadership.”

“I have done all you have asked of me, Father.” Crispin ground his teeth and shot to his feet, pacing the worn rug. “Surely you must see this is ridiculous.” He ran his hand through his hair tempted to tear it out in frustration.

The king’s gaze followed him. His lips pulled in a thin line and his face remained stoic. “I have tried to be a good king and father, but as of late, all my attention has been dedicated to appeasing nations you have insulted with your careless and selfish behavior. The people have suffered because of this, and I must set things to right. Unfortunately, disinheriting you may be the only course of action to ensure the safety of my people and the realm.”

“You cannot take what is mine!” Crispin’s voice rattled the ceiling timbers. “It is my birthright! I will have what is owed me.” He jabbed his finger at his father, punctuating each word.

“It was not your birthright; it was your brother’s!” His father’s restraint finally snapped like a dead branch beneath a boot.

“My brother is dead!”

“Crispin!”

His mother’s voice boomed behind him, making him turn. She stood inside the door, her hands clasped before her. The dark blue gown emphasized the color in her cheeks and the dark auburn braid wrapped intricately around her head. The stern set of her lips and the concern in her eyes enhanced her regal bearing. Crispin cursed himself for not realizing she had entered the room, but then she made it a point to tread lightly until the opportune moment. He dropped his hand and met her gaze.

“Mother.” He greeted her with a slight bow. Fury still raged inside of him, boiling and roiling in his mind full of dark thoughts. He would definitely need a good, mindless fuck to release all this repressed anger. Maybe he would start a fight; sometimes that worked just as well. He allowed himself a small, wicked, satisfied grin.

“I know the gleam in your eyes, my son. It betrays the mischief in your mind.” She cocked her head and stepped closer to him, cupping his face with her palms.

Crispin leaned into her warm touch. Her unwavering belief in him touched his calloused heart, but it never swayed him. He stiffened and reached up to slowly draw her hands from his face.

“I appreciate your concern, Mother.” He took a measured step out of her reach. “But I am a man grown, I believe I know my own mind.”

She nodded with tears glinting in the corners of her blue eyes. “’Tis what concerns me, darling.”

The king held his hand out to her, and she joined him, leaning into her husband’s warm embrace. They formed a united front. Crispin crossed his arms, irritation flooding him.

“We are sending you on one last quest to see if you truly are ready to take your responsibilities seriously.” The king spoke with confidence and conviction. “This is your last warning. Failure will result in your banishment.”

Crispin arched his brow, silently challenging his father. “Is this the worst you can do? Banish me from my home and abrogate my God-given rights.”

“I will strip you of your title, your station, and your wealth, and cast you out of my kingdom. Then you may live as you choose. As you are right now, you are unfit to wear a crown.”

His father’s words stuck like an arrow piercing his heart. How did they expect him to change overnight? Could he even change at all? Crispin refused to let emotion creep into his expression. He affected a cold mask of indifference.

“What is this quest?” His voice remained level and calm while the storm raged in his breast.

“A taste of what you can expect if you fail.”

“I beg your pardon?” Crispin glanced between his mother and father. “What will this accomplish?”

His mother spoke this time. “You will travel within our borders, unescorted and penniless, with only the clothes on your back and the people you meet for companionship.”

“And you expect me to survive when they discover who I am?”

“You are not permitted to reveal your true identity. You are to survive using only what you bring with you as a man alone against the world.” The king’s limiting instructions seemed ludicrous.

“Father, surely you jest?” Panic crept into his chest, constricting his heart with its iron grip.

“You know I am not one for games and tricks, Crispin.” He narrowed his gaze. “Those are traits you favor. I doubt they will serve you well on your quest.”

“When may I return?”

“When you have learned what it is to lead and serve in tandem. When you realize a king has duties which lie beyond these walls and his own selfish indulgences.” The king’s voice grew more passionate with each statement. “When you fulfill your destiny and become the man I know you can be.”

Crispin’s hands clenched into fists as he listened to his father’s words. He would do what he must. Deep in the corner of his mind, he realized the futility of arguing. He was not a good man at heart and refused to conform to the mold in which his father expected him to fit. He nodded even though he burned to argue the uselessness of such a challenge.

“Yes, Sire.” His jaw clenched. If he unleashed his anger now, his father would surely banish him without a second thought. It was for the best he follow their request. “Is there anything else you require of me before I take my leave?”

“Know that we do this out of love,” his mother said softly. “Be the leader we know you were born to be.”

With a stiff nod, Crispin turned his back on his parents and strode from the room without a backward glance. If they were so eager to be rid of him, who was he to defy their orders? He swiftly returned to his chamber and found himself alone.

The wench had gone. He cursed. Part of him had hoped to find her still wet and willing in his bed. He ran a hand over his face. The night had quickly turned sour.

He changed into sturdy traveling clothes and packed a small satchel with some essentials. He hoarded some coin, so he tucked what he could into his pocket for safekeeping. Strapping the belt around his waist, he buckled it and slid his sword into the scabbard. He tucked the daggers away, one into the sheath at his hip and the other in his boot. One could never be too prepared.

Crispin headed for the door, snatching his heavy woolen cloak from the hook and draping it across his shoulders. He took one last, long glance at his warm bed and his opulent room then disappeared into the night.

***
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The dirt and stones scuffed his boots as he ambled down the moonlit road. Where are you when I need you, Henry? Crispin lost patience two villages ago. He had been denied a horse, so he walked from the castle he once claimed as his home. The villages near the castle knew his face, so he had wandered into the night in a dark state of mind knowing he must find shelter far from the familiar.

The glimmer of lantern light through the trees signaled a village. He sighed. Hopefully, this one had a whorehouse. He needed a warm body and a good fuck to ease his tension. He rolled his shoulders. A bath would not be remiss, either. Perhaps he could charm one from the wench he intended to persuade to share his bed. Crispin had not checked his coin, but he thought it would be wisest to save what he could.

Crispin grinned when he saw the telltale sign of a brothel. He slipped in the door and took an empty seat by the fire, waiting for service. One of the wenches approached him, sliding her hand up his arm and over his shoulder.

“What can I do for you, love?” she asked, her voice husky. She was plump and ripe, her reddened lips begging with a soft pout.

“I shall take an ale and whatever else you are offering.” He charmed her with a smile.

The wench slid into his lap and toyed with the hair curling at the nape of his neck. “With a smile like yours, ’tis a wonder you have to pay for women to grace your bed.”

“Perhaps I tire of the games that requires.” He slid his hand along her hip, under her skirt. “How about you retrieve my drink,” he whispered as she leaned against him. His fingertips glided over her cleft. “Then I can show you what other games I know.”

She moaned as he touched her. Wet and willing. He smiled. She would suit his purposes quite nicely. He removed his hand and helped her stand. She wobbled a moment before disappearing into the back to fetch his drink.

Crispin glanced around the room. Men and women mingled in various stages of undress. He chuckled. It was almost freeing for once in his life to be in a room and not be the center of attention. He noted the women’s sly looks in his direction. He grinned. Perhaps this would not be so bad after all.

The wench returned, handing him a goblet filled with amber liquid. He took the drink and downed it in one swallow. He reached up to pull the woman into his lap when she was suddenly snatched away.

“Oi, let me go,” she demanded, pulling against a tall, brawny man’s hold. He had a scar running along his right cheek and a dangerous gleam in his eyes.

“You are mine tonight.” He pulled her tight against him, his voice harsh and demanding.

“I am otherwise occupied.” She tried to jerk from his grip, but he brought her up short.

Before Crispin could interject, the back of the man’s hand connected with the woman’s face, knocking her to the floor. Eyes wide, she clutched at her cheek and scurried backward away from them both.

Crispin stood, infused with rage. Such an action was not to be tolerated. “Leave her!”

The whole room fell silent.

The man turned to Crispin, rage contorting his face. “What did you say?”

“I told you to leave her alone.” Crispin rested his hand on his dagger. “She is with me.”

“She is my whore.” The man spat on the floor. “Stay out of it.”

“Do you belong to him?” Crispin addressed the cowering woman on the floor. She shook her head vehemently. He glanced back at the man. “Seems like the lady disagrees with you.”

“Lady? She is a fucking whore.” His guffaw echoed through the room.

“That does not mean she deserves any less respect.” Crispin’s body pulled tight in response to the tension brewing in the room as it readied for a fight. He licked his lips. “Get out.”

“Who do you think you are barking orders and issuing commands? The king?”

Crispin thrust his jaw out. He grew tired of the man’s insolence. In one swift motion, he twisted the man’s arm behind him and threw his weight into his back, sending him crashing to the floor. When the man scrambled to get up, Crispin kicked his backside, knocking him over again. As the interloper attempted to stand, two men came up to them.

“Janos, go home. You have had enough to drink tonight,” one of them said. The other reached for the hulking brute’s arm, but he jerked it from his grasp.

“You and I have a debt to settle.” He pointed at Crispin then stumbled out of the building. The other two men followed him, making sure he had gone.

Crispin offered his hand to the wench, helping her to her feet. He gently moved her hand and saw the red welt below her eye where the brute had struck her. He clenched his teeth.

“Are you well?” His soft question made her relax beneath his touch.

“Aye,” she replied with a shaky smile. “You saved me. I thank you.”

“I can think of another way for you to show me your thanks.” Crispin slid his hand over the top of her breasts, cradling one in his palm. She moaned as she met his gaze.

“Of course, good sir.” She licked her lips. “It would be my pleasure.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him toward the stairs.

A hand clamped down on Crispin’s shoulder. He turned, coming face to face with one of the men who had tossed out the rabble.

“We are going to need you to leave as well, sir.” His stern tone invited no argument.

“You cannot be serious.” Crispin shook his head in disbelief. “Can I not at least reap the reward for rescuing this fair wench?”

“Not unless you would have me summon the sheriff. We cannot allow such troublesome clients to remain in our establishment.”

Crispin bit his tongue before he betrayed his true identity. It would not do for him to be cast from his father’s house, a whorehouse, and his homeland in a single night. He swallowed his scathing retort and turned to the wench clinging to his arm.

“My regrets, darling. It seems I must take my leave.” He pulled her in for a kiss, tasting what might have been, and released her. She pouted, the disappointment evident in her expression.

“I believe I can find my way out.” Crispin glanced at the men moving to follow him. He walked out the door, drawing it closed behind him.

The night lay shrouded with a thick, misty fog, dimming the glow of the lanterns outside the brothel and encircling the rest of the small village. He ran his hand through his hair. So much for a willing woman and a warm bed. Agitated, he ruffled his hair again.

Crispin stepped down onto the street when four men stepped from the darkness, surrounding him. The two flanking him grabbed his arms, while the third wrapped his arm around Crispin’s throat from behind. He thrashed against their grasp, but they were huge, hulking beasts. He was outmanned and outmaneuvered. God’s blood, teeth, and bones.

“You and I have unfinished business,” the fourth man said, stepping into the light, allowing Crispin to see his face.

“You bloody bastard.” Crispin struggled against their hold. “I will have your head for this. Do you have any idea who I am?”

“The pompous arse who stole my whore.” Contempt dripped from the man’s words. “I do not give a cock’s crow who you are.” He threw a punch, and it landed in Crispin’s stomach, knocking the air from his chest. “But you are going to pay.”

Crispin jerked, trying to break free, wheezing. The man holding his head released him but stood like a solid stone wall against his back. He had to defend himself, but there were too many of them and they were far too strong for him to take them on alone. Three more blows landed in succession, two to his midsection and one cracking across his jaw. Pain shot through him as the warm, metallic tang of blood filled his mouth.

“That the best you got?” Crispin spat. He knew it would only enrage the beast more, but he never backed down, even in the most hopeless situations.

The man threw another punch, square in the chest over his heart. Crispin thought it ceased beating with the blow. The world spun as he gasped for breath, doubling over. The men held him steady. Crispin coughed, spewing blood onto the man’s shoes. The assailant grabbed a handful of his hair and jerked his head back. He winced before narrowing his gaze. Never show weakness.

A yelp of pain from the man on his right was followed by Crispin’s sudden release. A moment later, the second man released him, clutching at his arm as he stumbled backward. The man behind them backed away as if sensing something was not right. Crispin stumbled forward, trying to catch his breath. His eyes watered from the pain throbbing in his head. He glanced up and saw the man who had been pummeling him standing as still as a marble statue. The shaft of an arrow glinted in the lamp light from where it protruded from the man’s chest. The beast pitched forward, and Crispin scrambled out of the way, slamming onto his back on the ground.

He lay there, staring up into the starlit night catching his breath. A figure stepped into his view wearing a dark cloak with the hood pulled up.

“Are you going to lay there and bleed?”

Crispin’s head pounded. Those blows must have affected him more than he had thought. Was it a woman’s voice? Surely not. He tried to sit up and wobbled at the motion.

“Help me up, damn you.” He held out his hand.

With a derisive snort, the cloaked savior helped him to his feet. Crispin draped his arm across the man’s shoulder, steadying himself.

“Come, we must away before the soldiers arrive.” The stranger’s voice was strong and steady, but it most definitely belonged to a woman.

“Wait.” Crispin protested, but the stranger pulled him deeper into the shadows.

“There is no time.” His savior helped him onto her horse then swung up into the saddle behind him. With a nudge, the beast was off, hurtling through the darkness.

Crispin’s head ached. The jolting pace of the horse did nothing to ease his discomfort, but it could have been worse. The stranger’s arms around him made him acutely aware of the lithe body pressed against his back. It was a woman, he would stake his life on it. In silence, they rode into the night away from the village. He would demand answers once they reached wherever the hell they were headed if he survived the ride.
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Chapter Two
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What in Saint Jude has gotten into me? I must be daft. Ruby shifted her weight behind him in the saddle. He groaned. It was too late to turn back now. She could not very well dump him along the side of the road. She needed to be sure his injuries were treated. What is the point of saving him, only to let him die in the forest? She should drop him at the nearest monastery. Let the monks care for him. It did not matter; they were nearly to her campsite.

Ruby nudged her mare into the thick copse of trees. We should be safe enough here tonight. The soldiers would find the bodies soon enough and make the connection. Her name was all but emblazoned on every one of them.

“Whoa.” She reined her horse to a stop and slid from the saddle. When she reached up to help the injured man down, he pushed her hands away.

“I can dismount a horse.” He swung down and stumbled as his feet hit the dirt before falling on his arse. “God’s bones!”

Ruby chuckled. “Would you like help, or can you manage on your own?”

“Do not dare laugh.” He struggled to his feet, brushing the dust from his backside.

“I would never.” Ruby fought the impulse even as she spoke. She left him to gather his wits and led her horse to a small grassy spot, tying the reins to a low-hanging branch to let her graze. When she returned to the site, the man she had rescued sat on a log, rubbing his jaw.

Ruby set to work, quickly building a small fire. When it blazed to life, she glanced at him and found him watching her intently. She pulled her hood back and met his gaze.

“I knew it.” He grunted and clutched his side.

“Knew what?” She cocked her head, slightly annoyed by his attitude but amused nonetheless.

“You are a woman.”

“Did you mean to insult me?” Ruby arched her brow before rising to her feet and crossing the space between them.

He eyed her carefully as she sat beside him. “’Tis common knowledge women are the weaker sex.”

“And you believe such cow dung?” Ruby noted his indecision as it flickered across his face. This man was not stupid, that much was certain. Shrewd and calculating, he took a solid measure of her in silence as though weighing the repercussions of his reply. Saints alive, he was a handsome devil. His curly, dark hair barely brushed his collar. Her fingers itched to glide through it and see if it were truly as soft as it looked. His blue eyes darkened to the color of stormy summer skies, and they pierced her soul like a bolt of lightning splitting a tree.

“Never mind.” She cleared her throat. “Allow me to examine your injuries.”

When Ruby reached for his face, he jerked away from her touch. “I do not require your mothering.”

She grabbed his chin, forcing him to meet her gaze. His eyes shot open wide. Something stirred in their depths. Anger, surprise, lust...She pushed the observation away and turned her attention to the gashes on his cheek. Releasing him, she turned and retrieved a scrap of cloth and a small flagon of brandy from her leather satchel. Ruby wet the rag and pressed it to his injuries. He sucked in a breath.

“I know it stings. Do not be such a bantling.” She gently cleaned each wound, paying careful attention to the sharp angle of his cheekbones and the carefully trimmed facial hair around his mouth. He was most assuredly a lord of some kind. Everything about his bearing bespoke wealth and propriety, down to his finely cut garments, although his attitude was nothing short of contemptuous.

“You have lovely eyes.”  

Ruby inhaled at his soft compliment and met his gaze. He had been studying her, almost as intently as she had been observing him. Her cheeks warmed under his scrutiny. Ruby pressed the rag to a cut on his lower lip.

He winced at the sting. “What is your name?”

“Ruby.” She forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand and not be distracted by his seductive voice.  

“’Tis an unusual name. From where do you hail?”

“Dorringbrooke.” The lie came easily enough as it had a hundred times before.

“Ruby of Dorringbrooke.” Her name slipped from his tongue like molten silver into a cast, leaving an impression upon her soul.

She shivered at the wicked thoughts filling her mind. Lunacy! Wanting a man she had just met, a man who obviously held secrets of his own.

“Are you cold?”

“Nay.” She turned from him to retrieve another rag. When she turned back, he took the flagon from her hand and took a long drink. “What shall I call you?” She arched a brow in surprise at his lengthy drought of her brandy.

“Tristan.” He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

“From where do you hail?” Ruby crossed her arms.

“The south.” He took another drink. “’Tis all you need to know.”

“Oi, enough.” She snatched the flagon from his hands. “’Tis the last of my brandy.”

“My head feels like it has been bashed in with a rock; have you nothing else to soothe my pain?”

“’Tis nothing but a few scratches. You will survive.” She tucked the flagon away.

“Where did you learn to shoot?” His silken voice glided over her, drawing her attention back to him.

“What does it matter?” Ruby purposefully avoided his intoxicating eyes. She did not need a distraction or a complication, and he was a dangerous, distracting complication. The sooner she left him to his own devices, the better off they both would be.

“You are a maid, living in the woods, alone.” He mused aloud becoming more irritating by the moment. “It seems you are going to great lengths to remain hidden. And you did kill at least two men tonight. Perhaps you are a member of the Guild.”

“And if I were, I would not tell you.” Ruby shrugged her shoulders. “Get some rest.” She stood and walked to the other side of the fire. After unrolling her blanket, she lay down upon it.

He wanted to know more about her. Although he teased her about being a member of the secret, mythical group of assassins and thieves, it only lead him to wanting real answers. Ones she was unwilling to give. Best to ignore his curiosity for both their sakes.

She heard movement and glanced through the flames. He sat on the ground, leaning against the log, watching her. Saints preserve me. This man could be my downfall. Why did I save him?

Ruby knew the answer to her own question. It was not in her nature to leave a soul in need. She rolled onto her back and stared up into the starlit sky. With a prayer to Saint Jude, she willed herself to sleep, painfully aware of the man on the other side of the fire.
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Chapter Three
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Crispin could not move. His entire body ached and throbbed. Every movement sent waves of excruciating pain through his chest. Even training as a knight had not left him in such agony. He lay on his back, staring up into the gray, morning sky. Then he glanced at the fire. No flame remained, not even a wisp of smoke. When he gently rolled over, he groaned. His body protested as he stood.

One glance around the small camp told him she had gone. He frowned. It came as no surprise, but a twinge of disappointment stung somewhere in the vicinity of his heart. He had found the infamous Lady of the Forest. Her bright eyes betrayed her intelligence, and her skill with the bow told him the truth of her identity.

Perhaps it was better if they went down separate paths. A shrewd, lovely woman such as her could pose a threat or, at the very least a distraction, neither of which he desired at the moment.

“You survived the night?” a voice echoed behind him, making him turn.

Ruby leaned forward in the saddle, watching him, her hood back revealing deep auburn tresses curled over her shoulder in a thick braid. Her hair shone with threads of gold and fire, even in the morning gloom. He took a step closer. She could easily pass for an elegant lady of court had she not been garbed in men’s clothing and armed with a bow. What a juxtaposition. Her eyes narrowed at his scrutiny.

“Do you have a problem?” The corner of her lips tilted up.

“Nay.” He shook his head. “I should be on my way.” He glanced around, quite at a loss for which way to go.

“Follow me.” She reigned her horse around.

“Where are you leading me? To my slaughter.” He could not help but tease her.

“To the road.” She ignored his jibe. “Is that not what you were searching for?”

“Aye, it was.” He took a few steps then stopped, realizing their arrangement. “Are you truly going to make me walk?”

She turned in the saddle and met his gaze. “Aye.” Ruby’s smile caught him off guard, but her eyes twinkled with mischief and challenge, making him wary.

“Minx,” he muttered under his breath. “I should tame your tongue.”

“I beg your pardon. Did you say something?”

“Nay, lead on, my lady.”

Crispin walked behind the horse for a while, lost in his thoughts. Then he stepped in it. Horse shit. He picked up his foot and shook it, trying to wipe it off in the tall grass.

“God’s teeth, blood, and bones!”

Ruby turned around. “What now?”

He glared up at her. “I swear you are enjoying this torment, are you not?”

“You seem to be perfectly capable of walking. I see no reason why I should coddle you as a child.” She chuckled, her gaze narrowing on his face. “I expected your face to be more...purple.”

“I do not bruise,” he growled, still irritated. She insisted on testing his patience and his restraint. Part of him wanted to drag her off the bloody horse, pin her against the nearest tree, and fuck her senseless. Thinking of it sent a shiver of desire coursing through his body.

“Everyone bruises.” She cocked her head with evident skepticism.

“I do not.” He walked up to the horse and laid a hand on the beast’s neck. His gaze lingered on her thigh, then traveled up the length of her body. “The last time I got into a fight I took a blow to the face. Within two days the redness was gone. By the end of the week, no one would have known I had been struck.” Crispin watched her expression. She hid her emotions well. It was her mouth which drew his attention. She worried her lower lip between her teeth. When she released it, he groaned.

“When was this?” she asked.

“A fortnight ago.” He grinned at the raucous memory.

“Why am I not surprised?”

“At what?”

“The fact remains. Someone struck you only a fortnight ago, and you believe yourself to be impervious to the laws of nature.”

He arched a brow. “You do not think highly of me, do you?”

“The more I learn, the more inclined I am to think you are of a certain breed.” She mimicked his expression. “Sweet words and smoldering eyes will not win my favor.”

He dropped his hand and backed away. “You could do with a few manners as well.”

“Come.” She nudged the horse to walk again. “The road is just ahead. I have a prior commitment to fulfill. I would hate to keep you from your whores.”

He shook his head. It seemed as though she already painted a vivid portrait of him in her mind. Perhaps if he was more focused on...wait, why the hell should he care what she thought of him? Ruby may have saved his life, but that was the end of their attachment. He could see the road on the other side of the trees. Part of him remained curious; who was she truly and what could she possibly be doing alone in these woods? The Lady of the Forest was most assuredly a mystery as the stories claimed. One worth unraveling.

“What commitment could you possibly have?” He found himself asking the question even as he convinced himself the answer was not necessary to his survival.

Ruby stopped beside him, meeting his gaze. “A serving girl who worked for the king was in desperate need of help. I found her near the lake with a dagger pressed to her breast, ready to end her own life.” She took a deep breath as if trying to calm herself. “The prince used her for his amusement, and she now bears his child.”

Crispin’s heart stopped. His mind raged in revolt. It was not possible, but then again, he knew deep inside it could very well be true. He had never known, never cared to know what happened to the women he bedded once he was finished with them. In his defense, he was always careful not to spill his seed inside of the women he took to bed. The possibility of this woman carrying his bastard was truly slim unless she could prove she had given herself to him alone. A mixture of shame and anger roiled in the pit of his stomach. He stomped it down, willing his conscience into silence. He never dallied with virgins, ever. Had the woman lied to gain sympathy from a kind stranger? Nothing would surprise him, especially when it came to power, politics, and gold.

“Who is to say the girl is not lying?” He regretted the question as soon as it left his lips.

Ruby slid down from the horse’s back and rounded on him with glorious indignation. He backed up until he slammed against a tree. Livid, she jabbed a finger into his chest.

“You men never understand, nor do you truly want to.” Her jaw clenched. “You woo them with pretty words and promises, fuck them for your pleasure, then run like cowards with your tails between your legs with no thought to the consequences of your actions.” Her hand tightened in the fabric of his tunic, holding him steady as she shredded him with her words. “The poor woman is now left to deal with your by-blow, her image forever tarnished, any hope for a good match crushed by your inability to restrain yourself. Do you ever give a thought to the lives you ruin with your actions?”

Crispin knew she was referring to the prince and noblemen in general, not him specifically. He saw the fury blazing in her sherry-colored eyes and the blush staining her cheeks. Her grip held him fast against the tall elder tree. If she knew the truth of his identity, she would run a blade through his heart without hesitation.

As if realizing her actions, she released him and stepped away. “I beg your pardon.”

“I take it you do not think fondly of our prince.” He straightened his tunic.

The passionate hatred flared to life in her eyes once more and she thrust her jaw forward. “If he would ever leave the safety of his castle, I would hunt him down and end his reign before it has a chance to begin. He should be put down for the wild mongrel he is. I am not the only one who believes so.”

Crispin swallowed the lump in his throat. How was he supposed to react to such a vehement display of loathing? She confessed treason to him, a stranger. But more so, this made him a target. Who else thought these things of him? As the question churned in his mind, he forced his expression to remain impassive despite his discomfort.

“You think I am a traitor?” Ruby studied him, her golden eyes searching his face.

“I said nothing of the sort,” he replied, choosing his words carefully. “However, you would do well to keep such thoughts to yourself from this moment hence. One misspoken word to the wrong person could land your pretty neck on an executioner’s block.” He reached out and brushed a curl from her cheek where it had fallen loose from her braid. “That would be quite a waste.”

“Flattery, again.” She scoffed. “You have no shame, sir.”

“My lady, you have saved me once. Can I not return the favor?” His words held a ring of truth, he realized. Crispin was not merely playing a game to save himself. Even knowing this woman would kill him in a heartbeat, he still desired her.
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