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        Dear Valued Readers,

        

        From the deepest recesses of my heart, I extend a warm thank you for stepping into the enchanting world of the A Castle Romance series. Your decision to immerse yourself in this historical tapestry, where chivalry meets untamed desire, means everything to me.

        Your willingness to journey alongside Lady Isabel Staunton, Captain Camden Beauchamp, Lady Daphne Summerville, and Lady Phoebe Summerville has breathed life into the pages of these stories. Your passion for their trials, triumphs, and heartfelt romances is the greatest reward for my efforts in penning these tales.

        Each chapter you turn, each moment you ponder the fate of Almerry, and each sigh you share with our heroes and heroines contributes to a shared experience I treasure deeply. The echoes of history and passion you embrace within Whispers of Desire, Passion’s Lasting Promise, One Wanton Wager, and Forever in Your Arms are not only shaped the earldom of Almerry but also leave an indelible mark on my heart as a storyteller.

        Your support, is the cornerstone upon which the castle of this series has been built. It is for you that the spirited heroines and strong-willed heroes have found their voice and their valor. It is my hope that in the embrace of your imagination, the legacy of love and courage within these pages will find a home.

        As we walk hand-in-hand through the annals of history, know that your companionship is the beacon guiding me through the uncharted territories of romance and adventure. Together, let us keep the flame of passion and the spirit of chivalry alive, illuminating the path for countless others who seek refuge in the power of love’s enduring strength.

        

        With all my gratitude and love,

        Amanda Mariel
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        In a realm of medieval intrigue, Lady Isabel of Almerry, a formidable lady with a guarded heart, joins forces with Sir Ariston, a solitary mercenary haunted by a tragic past. Their unbreakable bond defies their scars and sparks a love that kindles against the backdrop of war where the clash of swords and echoes of battle intertwine with a love story forged in the fires of history.
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        The Borders, England

        The Year of Our Lord, 1234

      

      

      Lady Isabel stood outside of Castle Almerry, staring up at its grand façade. Thick fog wrapped around her and clung to the castle walls like a protective shield. She shivered as the wind blew her cloak around her ankles.

      She should not be out tonight, alone, but there was none other she could trust. Her lady-in-waiting and closest friend, Clarisse Whyte, disappeared three nights past. She feared someone within the castle’s walls bore responsibility for the lady’s absence. But when she took her concerns to her father, Earl Nathanial Staunton, he had ignored her. Father refused any help and brushed off Clarisse’s disappearance as if she had simply left without a word all of her own accord.

      Isabel knew better. Clarisse had been her lady-in-waiting for years and had become Isabel’s best friend. The two of them were more like sisters, truly. She never would have abandoned Isabel without a by your leave. Someone had taken her, abducted her, and Isabel meant to rescue her.

      Spinning on her heels, she set herself in motion, the fog and blackness of night providing cover for her escape. Rumor had it a seer lived near the River Tweed’s bank. She had heard tell if one found the thatched cottage and presented a gold piece, the seer would gladly provide her services. Isabel placed her hand inside the cloak’s pocket, wrapping her fingers around the gold pieces concealed within. With renewed confidence, she propelled herself into the forest.

      A palfrey waited a quarter of a mile into the woods. As the castle’s occupants had broken their fast, a peasant farmer tethered the beast to a twisted old oak. A sorry nag indeed, but the man she purchased it from guaranteed it could carry her. She removed her hand from her pocket and wrapped her fingers around the hilt of her sword. The sheath bounced on her hip and tangled in the folds of her kirtle. It would have behooved her to have worn a tunic and hose under the cloak rather than her gown. She would rectify the situation at her first opportunity.

      Leaves rustled overhead as a gust of wind tore past. Isabel shivered as much from nerves as she did from the breeze. Heart beating against her ribs, she glanced around with apprehension and wished the old palfrey would come into view. She’d been walking for quite some time now. The animal had to be close. If not for the dense fog encasing her, she could tell how much farther ahead the tree lay. Alas, she could see nary a thing.

      She peered into the darkness and focused on the surrounding sounds. As she exhaled a frustrated breath, a muffled neigh rang out. The beast must be close. She quickened her pace, hurrying toward the sound of the horse.

      Behind her, the unmistakable sound cracking twigs caused her pulse to increase. With a steadying breath, she unsheathed her sword and spun to face the threat. Many a day spent practicing in the tiltyard had sharpened her skills with a broadsword. Be it man or beast, she would hold her ground.

      A mounted knight came into view astride an armored charger. “Come no closer lest you wish to meet my sword.” Her words flowed with smooth confidence, though all the while she wished for chain mail of her own.

      He urged his mount forward, and she held her sword out defensively. “I shall gut you if continue in my direction.” For all she could discern, he may well be an enemy. Regardless, the knight would attempt to stop her. She gripped her sword tighter. He wore nothing she recognized as belonging to Almerry, though the Scottish plaid of her enemies was also missing.

      The knight dismounted, then drew his own sword. As he approached, she steadied herself for battle. Gripping her sword with the expertise of a knight, she spread her feet for proper balance and pinned him with a daring glare.

      “Who are you, and why do you travel this path?” He held his weapon out in front of him.

      “It is none of your concern.” She stepped backward to keep a distance between them. He was a large man, broad and tall, and had the benefit of Chain mail. It would be best if she could get away without engaging him in swordplay.

      He closed the space between them with a few long strides, forcing her hand. Their swords met in a clash of metal. The sounds of grinding and clinging steel filled the surrounding air. She thrust, and the knight countered defensively, their blades connecting as he moved away from her.

      “Stop this foolishness, my lady. Tell me who you are and what your purpose is?”

      “I shall do no such thing. Mount your beast and take your leave.”

      His chuckle filled the space between them. “Not before I discover your purpose. It is not every day I come across a woman foolish enough to practice swordplay in a gown.”

      Changing her technique, she attempted to disarm him as anger ignited her blood. He pressed his sword against hers, then twisted. Blast it. Her sword flew out of her hands as she fell backward. The air left her lungs on impact and she clawed at the cold ground in an effort to move herself away from danger.

      The knight gave her little opportunity as he placed the tip of his sword to her chest. “Still thy self.” He used one foot to nudge her hood away from her face. His eyes grew large. “Lady Isabel. What reason have you for traipsing through the forest under the cover of night?”

      His voice soothed her nerves, though she didn’t understand why. Her reaction to him vexed her further. “It is none of your concern. By my order, sheath your weapon.”

      She glared at him as he withdrew his sword. He was an attractive brute of a man. Why didn’t she recognize him? How did he recognize her? She thought she knew all of Almerry’s knights. She’d not have forgotten this one. His pale hair and piercing blue eyes would have burned into her memory. He must not belong to Almerry.

      He reached one hand out. “Allow me, my lady.”

      With caution, Isabel placed her hand into his, allowing him to help her to her feet. “State your name? It is strange that I do not recognize you.” She peered at him, searching her mind for any memory of the knight.

      “Sir Ariston. I’m a mercenary and just recently arrived at Almerry.” He frowned and glanced away.

      “Then you lack loyalty. I shall be on my way. You can continue on with the job my father hired you to do.” She pivoted, her cloak swinging around behind her, then began walking through the forest shadows and swirling fog.

      He grasped her arm, pulling her to a jarring halt.

      “Release—”

      “It is true.” He leaned in close to her, his breath fanning her neck. “I do not declare fealty to any man, but I do serve with honor. My orders come from the Earl of Staunton, Lord of Almerry, and your father. On my honor, I will follow them.”

      He released his hold on her arm. Tipping her chin up to meet his hard blue gaze, she felt warmth spread across her chest and face. “I care not what lord you serve, nor what your orders are.” She fisted her hands at her sides. With a loud exhale, she set about searching for her displaced sword.

      “Allow me to escort you back to the castle, my lady.”

      Her gaze darted back to him. “You shall help me retrieve my sword, then forget you’ve seen me. Whatever my father is paying you, I will double it.”

      “My honor is worth far more than double.” He moved away from her toward a patch of thick growth. A moment later, he stepped up and presented her wayward weapon. “The Earl paid me to patrol the woods. My orders are to bring anyone I find to him.”

      “I will not be returning until I’ve completed my quest.” Her stomach rolled. “What proof have you of being in Almerry’s employ? For all I know, you are responsible for my lady’s absence.” She doubted he was, but it mattered not. She needed to be on her way, and this knight, regardless of his honor, would not be stopping her.

      Ariston whistled low and fast, bringing his charger back to his side. “I know naught of your lady. And you have but my word for proof. Alas, it matters not. I have orders to follow and will take you by force if necessary.”

      “As you wish.” She glared at him as she raised her sword.

      His deep chuckle filled the air and reverberated off the trees, raising her ire.

      “Must I disarm you again? This would be much easier if you acted like the lady you are and came along without so much fuss.” He raised an arm in invitation. “Come, it is dangerous out here. Be a good girl and allow me to return you to the safety of the castle.”

      She slashed the air with her sword. How dare he speak to her in such a condescending way? Her pulse sped as she backed away. "You won't be successful a second time," she warned.

      He grinned, unsheathing his sword. “I’ve never been one to turn down a challenge.”

      Once again, the chilling sounds of swordplay filled the space. She fought without reserve; sweat coating her brow and trickling into her eyes as she continued stabbing and slashing her broadsword through the air.

      “The kirtle impedes you, my lady.”

      His deep voice soothed her, and she had to fight to remain focused. “My wardrobe is none of your concern.” She gained the upper hand as their swords locked. Her muscles corded beneath the pressure.

      “Why must this nonsense continue? I’ve done naught to harm you. It is my desire to help.”

      He broke his sword free, and she again slashed at him, striking his mail. “Nay, it is your proclaimed desire to return me to the castle where I do not wish to go.” She lunged at him and he ducked, avoiding her attack. She regained her stance, then pointed her weapon at him.

      “Tell me then, what is your aversion to returning?”

      The air between their weapons warmed from their ferocity.

      “I must help Clarisse. She is more than my lady-in-waiting. We are friends and I am all she has.”

      “You intend to stalk across the borderlands in search of her?”

      “Indeed, and you are wasting my time. If you are not an enemy and truly wish to assist, then let me alone.”

      “Aye.” He withdrew his sword in a slow and measured motion. “I shall allow your journey if you agree to my accompanying you.”

      Her jaw slackened, shock surging through her. “For what reason would you wish to accompany me?”

      “I’ve already imparted to you that my station is important to me. I am in Almerry’s service and as such, I cannot allow the Lady Isabel to wander about unprotected.”

      “You are a fool if you think I need protecting. An even bigger one if you think I trust you.” She took a step back.

      He lowered his sword and stepped closer. “Think what you wish, but know I will either accompany you or return you to the castle. The choice is yours.”

      His blue eyes seemed to look directly into her soul, and the fight melted out of her. They had already wasted enough time. Besides, having a knight along could prove helpful.

      She tipped her chin in defiance. “You shall come, but make no mistake, I am in charge.”

      “Shall my fearless leader be traveling by foot?” Ariston mounted his charger, a smug grin pulling at his lips. “Or will you ride with me?” He held out a hand in invitation.

      Did he think her fool enough to mount his horse? She’d not make it easy for him to haul her back to the castle. If he meant to outwit her, he would have to do better. “I shall walk until we reach my mount. There is a palfrey waiting a short distance ahead.” She turned from him in a swoosh of cloak and skirts. “Come along, time is wasting.”

      “As you wish.” He flashed her a wide grin, revealing a full set of straight white teeth. “Leastwise for now, my lady.”

      The click-clack of his beast’s hoofs tapped against the forest floor as he set the charger into motion. She ignored the inclination to glance over her shoulder at him, instead tightening her grip on the hilt of her sword. Should he dare to grab her, he’d regret it.

      * * *

      Ariston focused ahead, determined to ignore the sway of her hips. The lass had bewitched him. There was no other excuse for his behavior. By dawn, Almerry’s knights would hunt them in force and he’d loose his head as surely as any other who dared to run off with the Lady Isabel. It would matter not that she had refused to return.

      Had he any sense at all, he’d scoop her up and drag her back to the castle. Mayhap he could appeal to her senses, assuming she had any. He cleared his throat, then said, “This forest crawls with the Earl’s men.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “All the more reason to refrain from speaking lest we be heard.”

      He could not fight the smile forming on his lips. The cheeky wench entertained him to no end with her antics. Never had he known a woman who wielded a sword so well or went traipsing off into the forest of her own accord. And the lass was quick-witted, too. Aye, the lady was intelligent and determined. For that, she’d earned his respect, if not his loyalty.

      “There.” She pointed off toward a gnarled old tree, her steps quickening. “My mount.”

      Ariston followed her direction, his gaze falling on an equally old and gnarled palfrey. “Where ever did you procure such a sorry nag? You’d be lucky if the old beast can carry you at all, let alone to the bank of the River Tweed.”

      She tossed a glance his way, a scowl marring her lovely features, but she did not slow her forward motion. In a moment’s time, she stood near the nag, working to release it from the tree. He guided his mount nearer, taking in the sight of her. Long raven hair hung loose down her back, stopping just above her rounded backside and highlighting her narrow waist. His gaze wandered from the top of her head down to the base of her feet. She was tall for a woman, but plump in all the right places.

      Having freed the palfrey, she swung into the saddle. “Let us make haste.” The horse neighed, dancing sideways before she nudged it forward.

      He followed, his own beast catching up with ease. It seemed the old nag was not capable of more than a fast walk. And though Lady Isabel frowned, she seemed accepting of the nags limitations as she had stopped urging it to move faster.

      “Where does this seer you spoke of live?” He asked.

      “On the edge of Almerry near the river’s bank.”

      “It is a long river and a vast area of land. Have you no further direction?”

      She glared at him, her green eyes full of fire. “You’re free to leave me at any time, Sir Ariston.”

      “Nay, I’ve already told you I cannot.”

      She turned her attention back to the trail ahead. “Well, then I bid you to refrain from jesting. It is a serious matter we’re facing and you should treat it as such.”

      “Very well. Tell me more about your lady’s disappearance.”

      “There isn’t much to tell, I’m afraid. One moment she was safe in the castle and the next she was gone. She left no clues behind, but I know in my soul she did not go willingly. She disappeared three nights hence while the castle slept.”

      “Have you any idea who might wish to abduct her?”

      “No.” She placed one hand on the hilt of her sword while holding the reins with the other. “She has no enemies of her own making.”

      “Mayhap an enemy of Almerry. It could be a ploy to draw knights away from the castle. If so, you are falling into a trap.”

      “My father has no current enemies. Almerry is at peace and has been since signing a treaty with the Scotts of Goulrich two months hence. They were our only true threat.”

      Ariston mulled over the information. She seemed confident in her assessment, but he could not stop the niggling at the back of his mind telling him this was a trap. He had to stop her and report his suspicions to the Earl before it was too late.
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      Thank the stars Sir Ariston had ceased speaking. He’d tried Isabel’s patience with his barrage of questions and talk of enemies. Still, his silence over the past several hours alarmed her. It was better when she knew what he was thinking. After all, he may well be the enemy.

      Goulrich and Almerry were at peace, but they were not the only castles about and the Scots were forever invading the English lands near the border. She tried to shake the worrisome thoughts away.

      Now the bloody man had gotten into her head. She knew Father would send a search party after her. What if Sir Ariston were right, and she had set Almerry up for attack? A foreboding shiver ran through her, raising the tiny hairs on the back of her neck.

      “There is the river Tweed, straight ahead,” Ariston said, pulling her from her ruminations.

      Her gaze lighted on the flowing water before her. She’d get her answers soon enough. The seer had to live nearby and she would tell Isabel where her lady was, as well as, if Almerry faced a threat. “We will ride along the bank until the thatched cottage reveals itself.”

      Sir Ariston loosed a huff of breath and turned his charger to follow the river’s course. “We will return to the castle if you do not find the seer.”

      “Nay.” Isabel’s heart squeezed at the mere idea of returning without Clarisse. She would find the seer. She had to. God only knew who snatched Clarisse or what they were doing to her. The thought of her friend captured, scared, and alone was almost too much to bear. She’d rescue Clarisse and see the culprits executed. For if not her, then no one would.

      “And if your seer cannot help…what then?”

      The sound of his voice coupled with his doubting questions caused her pulse to quicken. She should have dispatched him when she had the chance. Mayhap she still would. She peered at him. “Then I will search nigh and far until I have brought Clarisse home to Almerry.”

      “Very well.” He pressed his lips into a smooth line, pushing his charger ahead of her palfrey.

      It seemed he had acquiesced to her wishes, but the icy glint in his gaze told her otherwise. Nay, he would drag her back to Almerry at his first chance. Unfortunately for him, he’d never get the opportunity.

      She was wise enough to stay alert and had no problem wielding her sword. She would not be dissuaded from her mission. Peering at his back, she wished she could be rid of him.

      A glow in the distance caught her eye, and she pushed the sorry excuse for a palfrey to catch up with Sir Ariston’s charger. “There is a fire ahead.” She lifted her hand to point at the billowing puffs of rising smoke. “See the glow there to our left, between the trees and the smoke above?”

      “Stay back. I will ride ahead. It could be Scot’s, or even some of Almerry’s knights.”

      “Need I remind you who is in charge of this quest?” She pushed the palfrey to increase its pace. “You are along as a measure of my goodwill. I am quite capable⁠—”

      His charger raced past her into the fog and darkness. She drew her brows together and ground her heels into the palfrey, her blood boiling. The nag barely trotted as she leaned forward, encouraging it on.

      How dare he ignore her? When she caught up to him, she’d make him pay for his insolence. She would tie him up and take his horse for herself, then leave him behind as she continued on her way.

      Seething, Isabel peered ahead, keeping her gaze on the dreadful man. He grew ever smaller as his powerful charger raced toward the glow. The palfrey slowed to a walk and though Isabel wished to push it back into a faster pace, she had no desire to see the animal dead. Resigned to her lot for the time being, she focused on reaching the distant glow.
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      Ariston secured his charger in front of the thatched cottage. The warm glow Lady Isabel had spotted came from within. The windows were alight against the dark veil of night and the door stood partway open. With cautious movements, he approached the residence.

      “Enter, Sir Ariston.”

      He froze at the raspy, feminine voice beckoning him forward, a chill galloping down his spine. How did the person within know his name? The Lady Isabel said a seer lived in the cottage, but he’d never believed in the foolish notion that one could see the future. He unsheathed his sword before continuing toward the open door.

      “There is no need for weapons.”

      He paused again, gazing at his surroundings. She must have impeccable hearing. That would explain her knowledge of his sword. But not of his name and appearance in her yard. Mayhap seers did exist. He swallowed hard as he stepped over the threshold into the tiny space.

      “The raven-haired lady follows.”

      His heart skipped a beat. He held his sword in front of him, unwilling to sheath it. An old weathered woman sat before the fire, her back to him. Wrinkled hands rested on the arms of her chair, knobby fingers splayed, and wiry grey hair spilled down her hunched back.

      “What do you know of the lady?” he asked.

      “She is your destiny.”

      His destiny? Lady Isabel? Nay, the old woman may have a gift, but she was clearly mad. Lady Isabel was not for him. He’d be rid of the cheeky wench the moment he returned her to Castle Almerry.

      “Open your heart, Sir Ariston. Release the past. There is no use in fighting your fate.”

      Yes, the woman was clearly mad. It had been years since he’d possessed a heart. Pains of the past took it from him and he did not wish to have it back. Ariston had no use for the organ. No use for love.

      He lived by honor and his sword alone. Free from entanglements and the burdens that come with caring for someone else.

      The woman’s grip tightened on the chair’s arms. “You must let go of what has happened,” she said, her voice gravelly.

      Visions of the past assaulted him. His parents and sister being murdered as he watched on, unable to save them. His wife dead in her childbed, the lifeless babe wrapped in a blanket beside her. He shook the memories away. He would never heal from the wounds. Never get past the fact that he had failed them all.

      “Lady Isabel is your future,” she said, relaxing in the chair, her head leaning back.

      Ariston drew in a deep breath. He’d pay the hag to send Isabel home. “The lady wished to speak with you, before she arrives⁠—”

      “Save your energy. I’ll not tell a falsehood and the lady is already upon us.”

      He turned, glancing out the still-open door of the cottage. Bloody hell. Lady Isabel stalked toward the cottage door, her sword drawn. He’d not heard her approach for the old hag’s mad ramblings.

      Lady Isabel smirked at him as she moved across the yard. “I ought to skin you for leaving me. I considered as much.” She swung her sword in a grand arch, then returned it to its sheath.

      “Perhaps another time.” He returned her smirk with one of his own, then stepped aside as she approached, allowing her passage into the cottage.

      A satisfying pink stain bloomed across her cheeks. She scowled at him before moving nearer to the seer. Reaching into her pocket, she produced two gold coins.

      “My lady, place the coins on the hearth.” The seer said, her back still to them.

      Lady Isabel glanced at him, then moved to set the coins down on the fireplace mantel. “I wish to know where my lady-in-waiting is.”

      “I know why ye’ve come. Go to thy enemy, there she’ll be.”

      “What enemy? Almerry is at peace.”

      “Nay, thy lion feigns to be thy lamb. Now go.”

      Ariston offered a shrug when Lady Isabel glanced at him. She frowned before turning her attention back to the seer. “Can you not tell us more? Where is this enemy and where does he hold my lady?”

      “Clarisse is where it is dark and damp. Now go, I’m but an old body in need of rest and ye’ve spent enough of my time.”

      Ariston followed behind Lady Isabel as she trekked from the cottage back to her palfrey. The stubborn wench did not say a word as she loosed her beast and swung onto the saddle. “We should take the seer’s information to the Earl. Mayhap he would consider sending knights to your lady’s rescue.”

      She turned her head to peer at him. “You are free to do so, but I intend to untangle the riddle. I will not turn back now. Nor will I abandon Clarisse.”

      There seemed to be no changing the stubborn chit’s mind. He nudged his charger to follow the tired old palfrey. For a long while, neither spoke as they carved their path along the river bank with no destination. The old hag’s words taunted him and he caught himself studying the Lady Isabel.

      Destiny indeed.

      He’d never met a more disagreeable woman and had no desire to prolong their acquaintance, regardless of how beautiful she was.

      “I’ve got it. The lion pretends to be the lamb. A cold and dark place. Clarisse must be in the dungeons of Goulrich. Laird Goulrich, Raulin Clere’s, crest features a lion. The peace treaty Laird Goulrich signed with Almerry was a trick.”

      Ariston lifted one brow, half of him bemused while the other half was appalled. “You intend to cross the Tweed into Scotland, and what? Storm Goulrich Castle wielding your sword, an army of one? In a kirtle no less.” He shook his head. She’d be disarmed and lodged with her lady before she had the chance to fight.

      “Nay, I intend to sneak into Castle Goulrich, and rescue her.”

      The lady’s actions already proved she meant her words. She would not return to Almerry without her lady. Still, this madness had gone on long enough. He had to stop her before she got them both killed.

      “Nay, you shall not go alone. I’ll accompany you. Only let us rest first.”

      “Is the big, powerful knight tired?” She tossed him a glance, a smirk pulling at her plump pink lips.

      “That nag you procured is tired. If it is your wish to see the palfrey dead, we’ll continue, but the beast is clearly spent.” If he could get her to stop, mayhap she would relax enough for him to unarm her. With her sword in his possession, he could safely drag her home to Almerry.

      “Then let us find shelter.” She turned the palfrey away from the River Tweed.

      He followed with a slight smile playing on his lips. She’d taken his bait and soon he would have her under his control.
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      Isabel leaned against a tree, her sword laid across her lap. Sir Ariston had built a small fire and now knelt by it, warming his hands. The orange and red of the flames flickered off his chain mail, casting a glow over his chiseled features. He truly was the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on. Unfortunately, he was also the most infuriating.

      He looked away from the blaze, his gaze falling on hers. “Allow yourself some rest. I will guard you.”

      “As I recall, you were the one in need of rest. You get some sleep and allow me to do the guarding.” She rubbed her fingertips across the smooth surface of her sword. In truth, she was exceedingly weary, but would not allow herself to sleep in his presence.

      “Nay, that pitiful beast of yours needed rest.” He prodded the fire with a stick, causing sparks to dance into the dark sky above.

      “Dawn shall be upon us in a few hours. There lays a village ahead. I’d like to visit for some clothing and mail. If we depart this place soon, we may reach it by daybreak.”

      “We’ve been but a little while. Rest now and we shall go to the village when you wake.”

      She stood, then squared her shoulders. “I will not take your orders, nor will I rest as you look on. Extinguish the fire if you still intend to follow me, for I am heading out.” She’d not trust him to watch her sleep, for she had no doubt he intended to catch her unaware and drag her home. The glint in his eyes as he attempted to soothe her into compliance gave his plan away. She stood, sheathed her weapon, then strode to her horse.

      “Wait.” He stomped on the fire before turning to his charger. After a few steps, he stilled and glanced at her. “Do you hear that? Someone comes.”

      Indeed, she did. The unmistakable beat of hooves met her ears. “Three horses, if I am not mistaken.”

      “Lead your nag yonder behind the heavy growth and hide yourself. I will asses the situation.”

      “Would it not be better for us both to hide?” If they tucked themselves from view, the approaching men may continue by none the wiser. It would allow her to see who they were and in what direction they intended to travel. The information could prove useful.

      “Nay, there is little time. Go, my presence will cover for any noise you make during your retreat.” His gaze bore into hers.

      She preferred her plan, but Sir Ariston made it clear he had no intention of leaving this spot. She took her horse by the reins and led it further into the forest. Mayhap the fool would get himself killed. A chill marched through her. As much as he vexed her, she did not truly wish for his demise.

      Coming into a thick patch of trees and shrubs, she led the palfrey behind a tall bush, then secured it to an adjacent tree. After drawing her sword, she crept forward, squinting her eyes to focus through the darkness.

      The beat of hooves quieted as she moved forward. Sir Ariston came into view astride his charger. Two other riders stopped in front of him. They did not appear to be knights, but the one she could see in full profile had a weapon.

      She held her breath, watching the scene, waiting. One man dismounted and pulled his sword. The other man’s horse danced sideways as he unsheathed his own weapon.

      She inched her way through the thicket, drawing closer to where the men where. She wished she could hear what they were saying.

      Sir Ariston jumped from his horse, sword drawn. In a heartbeat, the clash of steel striking steel filled the air. He took the advantage, backing the other man against a tree. Everything in her wanted to join the fight. Her fingers tightened around her own weapon as she watched Sir Ariston cut down his attacker. His blade plunged into the man before he yanked it free to face his other opponent.

      The sound of metal striking metal reverberated in the clearing as Sir Ariston dueled with his second opponent. Fear slithered through Isabel’s veins when she noticed a third rider and saw the crossbow lying across his lap.

      She could not—would not—cower behind the bushes while the miscreants killed Ariston. With every ounce of courage she had, Isabel charged forward and thrust her sword into the rider. He screamed out in pain as he fell from his mount, crashing to the ground with a heavy thud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ariston jabbed and parried, circling with his opponent. The sight of Lady Isabel sinking her blade into the third rider caught him off guard, allowing the man he fought to take the advantage. Now Ariston fought hard to regain it. Sweat dripped from his brow as he continued to meet the man’s thrusts and jabs. His opponent danced them around, blocking Lady Isabel from his view. Their swords clashed together again and again. Ariston needed to end this before the lady became more involved. Before she got hurt.

      He thrust hard, causing his opponent to stumble backward, but the man quickly recovered, charging Ariston again. Sweat trickled down his brow and into his eyes. He blinked rapidly and charged forward with a roar, his sword slicing through the air. Ariston met the man’s blade with all of his strength as the clang of metal against metal reverberated off the trees.

      He pressed the attack, striking hard and fast, his sword singing through the air. His opponent faltered, the man stumbled backward, his sword arm sliced open, and Ariston delivered the final blow. The man crumpled to the ground. With a growl, Ariston pulled his blade free of the man’s flesh.

      A quick look revealed Lady Isabel astride one of the men’s horses. All three of the assailants lay dead on the ground. He spoke in a firm voice, “It was foolish of you to attack.”

      One corner of her mouth lifted. “Would you have preferred I let him shoot you?”

      “Nay.” Ariston swung onto his own beast. “Let us away from here.” The lady had saved his life, for while he heard the third man’s approach, he had no way of foreseeing the crossbow. What’s more, she’d cut the man down like a true warrior. He’d expected her to be rattled, to need some comforting. On the contrary, the experience seemed to invigorate her. A new appreciation for the cheeky wench bloomed in his chest. She’d make a fine knight if she were a man.

      He studied her as she raced ahead on the well-muscled charger she’d confiscated from their unfortunate attackers. Her raven hair whipped in the wind. Driven by determination and loyalty, she made for a pretty image. In that moment, he committed himself to helping her rescue her missing lady. She’d earned his loyalty.

      “Once we reach the village, we can find a place to rest. I will buy proper clothing as well.” She glanced over at him.

      “I am at your service, my lady.” He gave a nod.

      The smile she offered before pulling ahead warmed him, and the mischief in her gaze excited him. She’d proven herself to be as brave and fierce as she was beautiful. The wench laughed at danger and met fear with the end of her blade. And yet she was a highborn lady. Where had she learned such skills?

      “You never would have succeeded,” she said, a bemused grin pulling at her lips.

      He turned to her, his brow drawn in confusion. She stared into his eyes and he understood. “You knew of my intention all along.”

      “It wasn’t hard to tell. You do not mask your emotions as well as you think you do. It was your eyes that betrayed you. Every time you attempted to snare me or assuage me by saying what you believed I wanted to hear, your eyes darkened, giving away your true intentions.”

      “And now?”

      “They are crisp and shining. You have come to admire me.”

      The wench took things too far. He did not admire her, but rather the driving force of loyalty behind her actions. To admire her, he’d have to like her and he most certainly did not like her.

      He cleared his throat. “I admire your loyalty, nothing more. We shall never be friends. Once I see you and your lady safely back to Almerry, our acquaintance will end.”

      “As you wish.” Her grin deepened into a full smile. “Now, tell me about your past. How and why did you become a mercenary?”

      “It is none of your concern.” His words were meant to sting. Ariston did not care for the way she’d been able to read him. He nudged his charger into a gallop, leaving her momentarily behind.

      The chit had gone too far. His pulse hammered through his veins. He did not talk of his past with anyone, and he sure as hell would not be sharing the details of his life with her.

      The beat of her charger’s hooves increased as she caught up to him, then slowed the animal to keep pace. Bloody hell, he missed her old nag. He refused to glance in her direction, instead keeping his gaze on the landscape ahead. The sun had transformed the sky. Shades of pink, red, and yellow swept the horizon. Before long, the land would be washed in sunlight.

      Ariston glanced toward the river. “We need to increase our pace. Daybreak is upon us and we are dangerously close to the Scots territory.”

      “Aye, to Goulrich. It lies on the other side of the Tweed, yonder past the great hill. A modest but well-armed Scottish keep,” Isabel said.

      He turned his gaze to her. “And how does my fearless leader plan to gain entry?”

      “Stop jesting. This is a serious matter.” She peered at him. “We are going to sneak in. We’ll arrive under the cloak of night and observe to figure out the best approach.” She shuffled the reins in her hands. “Then we will execute our plan and save Clarisse.”

      “And if we are captured?”

      “We won’t be. I’m an excellent sword woman. I’ll cut down anyone who dares try to stop us.”

      He shook his head, incredulous. She had proven her skills and cunning repeatedly since they’d met. All the same, he saw the flaws in her plan. They could not simply creep in and remove the lady Clairsse.

      Isabell failed to realize what they would be up against despite her own knowledge of the keep. Mayhap it was her lack of true battle experience. He would wager she’d never stormed a castle.

      He studied her, noting the determined angle of her chin and defiant glint in her eyes. “Where did you learn to wield a sword? Who taught you?” he asked.

      “Your personal life is none of my concern, but you believe I should share mine?” She laughed. “How very hypocritical of you, sir.”

      “If I am to fight beside you, I’ve a right to know where you gained your skills.”

      The village came into view and he slowed his charger. It would not do to race into the village proper clad in mail with his broad sword hanging from his waist. The town’s people would think him a threat.

      Isabel slowed her charger to walk beside his before she replied, “Yet I have no right to glean information about my valiant knight?” She sighed, her gaze turning speculative. “I will answer your question in return for an answer of my own.”

      The wench did not play fair. He swallowed hard, curiosity urging him to comply. “As you wish. Tell me who taught you swordplay?”

      “After you tell me why you became a mercenary.” She feathered her hand down her charger’s muscled neck.

      Lust stirred within him at her movement. The way her hand caressed the beast, slow yet firm, genital yet demanding. For a fraction of a heartbeat, he imagined her doing the same to him. He shook the conjured image away. “I no longer wished to belong to one place.”

      “Why?” She pulled her hand back, resting it on her lap.

      “I answered your question. Now it is your turn to answer mine.”

      “Very well. My father, the Earl of Almerry, taught me.”

      He wished to ask her why the Earl would teach his daughter such a skill, but had no desire to answer any more of her questions. The time to ask had passed at any rate. They rode toward the first building in the village proper. He turned his attention to the village street. “We must appear friendly. Smile and nod.”

      “I know how to act in a village. I am Lady of Almerry after all,” she said, offering a brilliant smile.

      He could not fight the tug that curled his lips into a grin as they rode into the crowded town square. The brightness of her face, along with her cheeky words, affected him far more than he liked to admit.

      He glanced around, offering smiles and nodding. Peasants and surfs bustled about the streets, children ran and played, and the scents of cooking meats and botanicals met his nose.

      “Do you wish to rest first or shall we find the smithy and procure your mail?” Somehow, the idea of Lady Isabel donning chain mail no longer seemed odd. A part of him was curious what she would look like in battle gear. Perhaps it would make her less appealing than her kirtle. Lord, let it be so.

      “Rest. Let us find the village alehouse.”

      “Aye.” He searched the area for the establishment, and soon his gaze caught on a sign hanging in the distance. “It lies just ahead.”

      She followed his lead as he came to a stop in front of the alehouse before turning his charger over to a young lad to be taken to the stable. When they entered, Ariston noted no customers lingered about the establishment at this early hour.

      A buxom wench stood behind the counter, her dull brown hair braided and fastened around her head, a crooked-toothed smile upon her lips. “Ow might I help ye?”

      Isabel stepped around him, approaching the counter. “I am the Lady Almerry and have traveled through the night. My knight and I are in need of rest.”

      “Aye, m’lady. I’ve a room off the kitchen ye may use and yer knight is welcome to me stable.”

      Ariston stepped up behind Isabel, pressing his body against hers. “I stay with my lady.” Isabel stiffened at the contact as warmth spread through her at his possessive gesture, but she held her tongue.

      The wench behind the counter nodded, a twinkle in her eye. “Oh, aye. Come along.”

      She led him and Isabel to a small room off the kitchen with a pallet covered in furs against one wall. “Ye’re welcome to it if ye’ve got coin.” The wench smiled, revealing her crooked stained teeth.

      Ariston reached into his pouch, pulled out a gold coin, and placed it in her meaty hand.

      “Thank ye, kind knight.” She turned and bristled away, leaving them alone but for the cook on the far side of the kitchen.

      “Shall we?” He motioned Lady Isabel into the room before closing and securing the door.

      “Sir Ariston, give me your sword.”

      He lifted a brow. “Whatever for?”

      “It is unsettling enough for you to be sharing my room. I will not get any rest if you remain armed. I wish to place both swords along the wall near the pallet.”

      The wench still did not trust him. For reasons he could not decipher, the knowledge burned him. He was an honorable knight, and he’d sworn to help her. He leveled his gaze at her, ready to argue, but the flicker of unease in her green eyes halted him. The lady was afraid. He unhooked his sword and handed it to her. “I trust you.”

      She nodded. Her hands trembled slightly as she wrapped her fingers around the weapon before taking it to the pallet and stashing it out of his reach.

      What reason did the lady have to fear? The more time he spent in her company, the more intrigued he became.

      The straw mattress protested as she climbed onto it. “You are welcome to sleep on the pallet, but remain on your own side.” She pulled a fur over herself.

      Ariston nodded, watching as she settled in. He removed his chain mail and laid it on the ground next to the pallet before laying down on his side of the straw mattress, facing away from her. The room was silent except for the occasional sound of the cook moving around in the kitchen and Isabel’s steady breaths.

      He closed his eyes.
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      Ariston must have rolled over in his sleep, for when he opened his eyes, Lady Isabel’s peaceful countenance greeted him. Tasseled black curls framed her heart-shaped face, bringing attention to her plump pink lips and a fringe of dark lashes fanned her closed eyes. He found her to be a lovely creature indeed. The kind of woman men fought and died for.

      With a deep inhale, his gaze traveled lower. At some point, she’d pushed the fur cover down to her waist. Her breasts rose and fell along with her shallow breaths. The sight mesmerized him, his mind conjuring all sorts of fantasies. What would it be like to possess her? To hold her and bury himself deep within her luscious body. Would she love with as much conviction as she fought? His cock stiffened at the images dancing through his mind. Like a man under a spell, he reached out to stroke her cheek. As his fingers neared her skin, her breaths quickened, the rise and fall of her chest more rapid. Not wanting to wake her, he pulled away before his fingers met her skin.

      “Please. No…stop.” She flailed out a hand, her legs twisting in the fur as her breaths became more rapid. A sheen of sweat coated her brow, the pallet creaking beneath her movements. “No…mama,” she cried out in her sleep.

      Ariston’s heart dropped. He had been so focused on his own thoughts and desires that he had not taken the time to consider the woman before him might have her own demons to fight. Recognizing the pained expression on her face, he gently placed a hand on her shoulder and spoke in a calming voice, hoping to reassure her.

      “Shhhh,” he whispered, not wanting to wake her fully. “It is all alright, Isabel. You are safe here. I will keep you safe. No one can harm you.” He brushed back a curl from her face, letting his hand linger for a moment.

      “Mama. No... Mama, breath.” She cried out again, her voice more panicked as she thrashed around, pushing the fur further down her body.

      “Isabel.” He reached for her, ignoring the odd sensation that prickled his skin when his hand touched her. “It is only a dream, Isabel.” He shook her, hoping to rouse her from the nightmare.

      She swung her arm in a fierce punch, connecting with his shoulder as her eyelids fluttered. “No!” She kicked and punched arms and hands, swinging wildly.

      He pulled her into his embrace, stilling her with his strength, and stroked her silky hair as he rocked her back and forth. “Isabel. It is but a dream, you’re safe,” He said, his tone soothing but firm.

      She stopped wriggling, going limp against his chest. When she gazed up at him, moisture pooled in her eyes, but no tears fell.

      “Shh. I’ve got you.” He fully expected her to come back to herself and push him away. Mayhap even scold him for so brazenly sweeping her into his arms. Instead, she pressed closer to him, burying her face to his chest. “Do you wish to speak about it?”

      Without a word, she pulled away and scooted to the far side of the straw mattress they shared. She averted her gaze, then said, “We should prepare to take our leave.”

      “If that is your wish.” He rose from the pallet and moved to retrieve his armor. The words she’d uttered rang in his head. Something had happened to her mother—to her.

      She scurried about behind him as he put on his chain mail. The rustle of her movements filled the small room.

      “Your sword,” she said, holding the weapon out to him.

      He reached for it. “Thank you, my lady.”

      He sat upon the pallet and watched as she readied herself. All traces of weakness had left her. But the words she’d uttered still played through his mind. Had it been a memory? Perhaps his warrior wench had a past as tragic as his own.

      His pulse sped. Dare he tell her of his past? If he did, would she share hers as well? Was knowing her story worth sharing his? He’d never spoken of it with another soul. He did not even know if he was capable of sharing all he’d endured.

      He ran a hand over his jaw. Hell, why did he even care?

      Bloody hell. The woman was making him mad.
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      Isabel marched into the main room of the alehouse with Sir Ariston by her side. The hour must have been late, for a bawdy bunch filled the room. Their cheery voices rang off the walls as they swung their ale cups. The scents of manure and body odor hung thick in the air. She strode through the crowd, her head high and hand on her sword. The stifling scents assaulted her senses as she quickened her pace, desperate to leave it all in her wake.

      When she stepped out into the street, she drew a cleansing breath. The sun hung low in the sky, but dusk had not yet arrived. She glanced up and down the street, seeking a smithy’s forge. Once she had armor, they could quit this village.

      The sweet smell of baking bread wafted down the street, causing her stomach to groan. She’d not eaten since the previous day and her body protested the injustice. “Mayhap we should break our fast before seeking my armor.”

      “Aye. Let us visit the baker’s house.”

      He walked beside her with an easy gait until they reached their destination. Then, with a trencher of stew in her hands, she ate greedily, casting a glance at him every so often. For the first time since her mother’s murder, she believed someone other than herself could ensure her safety.

      She’d been comfortable in his embrace, not afraid in the least. Absent were the tremors she’d grown used to when another dared to touch her. She’d not even been able to abide her own father’s embrace since Mama’s murder, but now she found reassurance in a stranger’s. How could it be?

      He cleared his throat, causing her to look up from her trencher. His dark eyes shone as he studied her. “It is rather good stew.”

      “Aye.” She placed the last bite into her mouth.

      “The hour grows late.” He tipped his cup of wine, drinking the last of it.

      She stood. “Let us find the smithy, then.”

      He rose and moved toward the door. When he swept past her, his hand rubbed against hers. Warmth spread from the point of their contact, and an odd tingle ran through her. The experience was not altogether unpleasant. Still, she pulled her hand away.

      “There’s the smithy, straight ahead on the left.” He nodded the direction.

      She quickened her stride. Pray, let him have armor on hand.

      Sir Ariston reached for the door, pulling it open. He held it ajar as she stepped into the warm space. His foot falls sounding behind her a moment later.

      She glanced around the room. Her gaze stopped on a tall, rotund man with a bushy, dark beard near the forge. He held a piece of glowing iron with tongs upon an anvil as he hammered it. “Sir.”

      The smithy set down his tools then wiped his forearm across his sweat-covered brow. “How may I be of service?”

      “I am in need of armor. Have you any for purchase?”

      “None that will fit your knight, but if you are in need, I can make a repair to the armor he already wears.”

      “My knight’s armor is fine. I seek a set for myself.”

      The smithy pressed his lips together, eyeing her up and down. “Wenches have no need for armor.” He lifted his hammer and began working again. “And I have no time to waste on such foolishness.”

      Her cheeks warmed, blood thrumming through her head. How dare the brute dismiss her out of hand? Her gold was as good as any other, and she needed that armor.

      Isabel stepped closer, her hand on her sword. She would have her armor.

      Before she could unsheathe her weapon, Sir Ariston laid his hand on her arm. She peered up at him.

      He shook his head, stepping around her.

      “My lady needs armor. It is no jest. She has gold coins and is prepared to pay.”

      The smithy dropped his tongs and hammer. “I may have something for the lady.” His gaze flickered back to her before he pivoted and walked to the back of the shop. “’Twas made for a lad but never collected.”

      “I’ll take it.” Isabel stepped forward.

      The smithy moved to Sir Ariston, chain mail and plates across his arms. “It should fit your lady.”

      Sir Ariston nodded as he took possession of the armor. He ran his hand across it before turning it over. “The quality is good.”

      “Aye.” The smithy said.

      Hell’s bells. She was the one paying for the armor. Why had the smithy handed it to Sir Ariston for approval? She squared her shoulders, staring down the smithy. “I require a helmet as well.” As the sot-covered man moved back to the far end of the shop, she turned her attention to Sir Ariston. “I shall inspect the quality of my purchase. After all, it is my body it is meant to guard.”

      A smirk tilted Sir Ariston’s lips as he raked his gaze over her body. Her cheeks warmed at his scrutiny. Men had paid her mind before, but Sir Ariston’s attention was markedly different.

      She turned away from him, unable to abide his gaze. “I shall trust your opinion, after all.”

      He chuckled in a low, deep tone that sliced right through her, causing her toes to curl. She wished to flee the shop and longed to toss herself into Sir Ariston’s arms in equal measure. But why, she could not say, for he was the most irksome of men.

      “This one looks to be a good fit.” The smithy held out a helmet to Sir Ariston.

      Before Sir Ariston could grasp the finely forged steel, Isabel snatched it from the smithy’s hand. She turned the helmet over in her hands, inspecting it. “It appears to be well made, indeed.” She placed it on her head. Snug, but not overmuch. “It will do.”

      The smithy held his hand out to Sir Ariston. “I should have my payment now.”

      “For coins, speak to my lady.” A smile lit Sir Ariston’s face, his blue eyes sparkling.

      Isabel notched her chin in victory.

      A pink tinge stained the smithy’s neck and cheeks as he turned to her. “My lady.”

      Isabel reached into her pouch, then dropped several gold coins into the man’s palm. “That should suit.”

      The smithy smiled at her for the first time. “It suites quite well.”

      Isabel did not grant him any pleasantries before she turned toward the door. The smithy had been nearly insufferable and Sir Ariston had been no more help than was necessary. Had she not gone for her sword, the knight may not have aided her at all. And to think she had started to like him.

      She peered at him over her shoulder as she strolled down the street in search of a tunic and hose. “Did you enjoy yourself in the smithy’s shop?” she asked.

      He cracked a smile before a laugh escaped him. “Indeed, I did.”

      The sound of his mirth dissipated her vexation. “The expression on the smithy’s face when I requested armor was humorous. It looked as though his eyes would pop out as his jaw hit the floor.” She allowed herself a small laugh.

      “And then you, about to slay the poor man.”

      “I may have done just that if you had not interfered.” She glanced at him, strolling beside her. Warmth spread through her core as it had before when he’d held her, but this time he hadn’t even touched her. How peculiar. She swallowed, directing her focus to the task at hand. “I need to be rid of this kirtle.”

      “Aye.” His eyes twinkled as he swallowed hard.

      “Where do you suppose I can find a tunic and hose at this late hour?” It seemed her words had affected him, though she could not imagine why. After all, it was he who’d told her she could not fight in the gown.

      “Mayhap we can purchase a set from one of the local lads? The stable boy at the alehouse, perhaps.”

      Surely he jested for the lad was half her size. She glanced up and down the street, her gaze stalling on a clothesline. “I have a more expedient idea.” The line stretched behind a thatched roof cottage and had an assortment of hose and tunics draped over it. She marched toward the cottage, Sir Ariston on her heels. After reaching the door, she lifted her hand, rapping on the wood boards. Moments passed with no response.

      “It seems as if no one is home. Let us go back to the alehouse. We will find you proper garments, then be on our way.”

      She looked at him incredulously. “That stable lad is half my size and we haven’t the time to waste searching all about the village. I see perfectly sized garments right here.” Before he could speak, she pivoted and ran behind the cottage, coming to a stop before the clothesline. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she began stripping out of her cloak and kirtle.

      “Lady Isabel.”

      “Remain where you are,” she yelled. Her heart sped as she pulled a tunic over her body. She tugged the garments into place, fastening them as fast as she could before stuffing some coins into the pocket of her Kirtle and tossing it over the line.

      She drew in a breath as she made her way back toward Sir Ariston. The sun now kissed the horizon. Darkness would close in soon. Her chest squeezed. She did not wish for Clarisse to spend another night imprisoned within Goulrich’s walls.

      They needed to retrieve their chargers and make haste.
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      Ariston could hardly believe his eyes. Lady Isabel sauntered around the corner of the cottage, clad in stolen garments. She attempted to hide them beneath her cloak and mail, but he was not so easy to fool. The lady was a common thief.

      His heart skipped a beat at the idea of it. A fine lady reduced to pilfering, and looking rather proud of it at that.

      She strolled past him, free of remorse. The angle at which she held her chin bespoke of pride. “Stop staring and come. We need to retrieve the chargers and be on our way.”

      “You stole their clothing.” He stared after her. “Return them at once.”

      She pivoted and peered at him, her gaze hard. “I did no such thing.”

      Her eyes grew more icy as he drew near to her. If she thought he would let her get away with such nefarious actions, she was in for quite a shock. His honor would not allow for her theft. He squared his shoulder’s ready to do battle. “You stole them. I am not blind, wench! That is no kirtle concealed beneath your cloak and mail.”

      She placed her hands on her waist. Her gaze crackled with anger as she stared him down. “I left my kirtle and enough coin to replace the garments. I am no thief!”

      “I will not take your word for it.” He closed the distance between them. After taking hold of the wench, he tossed her over his shoulder, determined not to allow her to escape while he verified her words. If she lied, he’d strip the garments from her himself and see her punished.

      He would put the wench over his knee and deliver a much needed spanking, for it was quite clear she was badly in need of discipline. The lady was quite simply a hellion to be off running the countryside and wielding a sword, and now stealing.

      She wriggled, twisting and kicking as she pounded her fists against his back. “Put me down, you brute. I’ve done no wrong.” Her words dripped venom.

      “We shall know soon enough.” He stalked around the cottage toward the clothes line doing his level best to ignore her outrage. She continued to fight, increasing her effort to get free with each step he took. He came to a halt in front of her discarded gown. “Where’s the gold?”

      “If you wish to know, release me.”

      “Nay. If you wish to gain your freedom, you will tell me this minute.”

      She landed a stinging blow in the middle of his back.

      He rolled his shoulders to ease the throb she’d created. “Where is it, wench?”

      Her body went lax over his shoulder, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. “In the pocket, Sirrah. Now, take your hands from me before you lose them.”

      He chuckled at her outburst. She had more spirit than some knights he knew, more even than some of those he’d fought beside. He did not doubt she would attempt to carry out her threats. “Not before I’ve checked your kirtle.” He held her tight with one arm across her back, while he searched the pockets. At the feel of the cool, hard coins he loosened his grip. Her body slid against his until her feet touched the ground.

      After taking a step back, she drilled her fist into his gut, causing him to exhale a sharp breath. “You, Sirrah, can go to the devil. I’ve half a mind to send you there myself.” She walked away without as much as a glance back.

      He straightened, despite the complaining muscles in his abdomen. For a small woman, she was strong. “What did you expect me to think when you came out in someone else’s garments?”

      “I certainly did not expect you to toss me over your shoulder and stroll off with me like some…some halfwit barbarian.” Her eyes blazed green fire as she peered at him from over her slender shoulder.

      The heat in her gaze singed his very soul. He covered the ground between them in three long strides. “I’m sorry, my lady. I should not have doubted your word.”

      She jerked away when he reached for her.

      “On my honor, it shall not happen again.” He swallowed hard. His intention had not been to anger her. He’d been so swept up in the ordeal, he’d never considered her emotions. His throat tightened as he studied her profile. Lines of anger marred her beautiful face. “It is only that I understand the struggle of our common man. Those may be the only hose and tunic the family owns. They no doubt worked hard to earn the coin for the cloth. Still, it does not excuse my actions toward you.” He drew in a breath and lowered his gaze. “Lady Isabel, do I have your forgiveness?”
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