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Chapter One
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England, Spring of 1329

Evelyn turned to her cousin and dearest friend with a look of pure disbelief. “How could you say such a thing? Do not curse me so. You know how I feel about marriage and, perish the thought, love.”

Madeline smiled at what Evelyn was sure was a scowl marring her brow. “You cannot avoid it forever. Most women of your age and station are married with bairns of their own.”

She held her hand up as Evelyn opened her mouth to protest. “I realize it is not my place to say, but ‘tis unseemly for a woman of your station to remain unmarried. I merely wish that you, my friend, are fortunate enough to find love. Many cannot afford such a luxury.” Her hazel eyes glowed with hope for her cousin.

Evelyn sighed. “I have no use for an institution in which women are considered property.” The thought of it paralyzed her with fear. Perhaps I could marry an old man and hope for him to pass on quickly. She shook her head at the wicked thought, but widowhood afforded her the only true chance at independence. She did not require a man to define her. The very thought of marriage made her sick with apprehension.

“Your father has given you the freedom to choose from the suitors,” Madeline reminded her. “That is rare indeed. Despite your father’s indulgence, even he would not leave you unprotected.”

“Father is the only man I would trust to that degree. I am not sure I am fortunate enough to find another man as loyal or honest as he.”

Madeline’s laughter fueled her resolve.

“You laugh at me?”

“Your expression is so serious, Evey.”

“If I were to marry, I would want a union such as my parents enjoyed.” The Baron of Rayne and his Scottish bride had shared a love deeper than the differences in their ancestry. He had been devastated when she passed, leaving him with his young daughter. Madeline’s arrival soon after was as much for Evelyn’s sake as his promise to his late wife to care for her niece.

“I will think no more on marriage,” she said with a toss of her head. “Caring for the people of this barony and planning father’s coming Spring Tournament are more pressing concerns than marriage. By the by, I granted Rose leave to visit her family for a few days. Her sister just had a baby.”

A natural leader, Evelyn was aware women were at a disadvantage. She made certain she kept informed of the concerns and politics of the region and often advised her father.

Madeline’s reply passed unheard as Evelyn’s thoughts turned to the constant turmoil churning on the border with the Scots. Sir Richard, self-styled advisor to the baron, pressed her father continually for a more aggressive stance against the wild northerners. Evelyn found Sir Richard’s assessment of the Scots laughable. They were no different from the English, for all their pride in heritage and a desire to be independent. Her father always weighed his decisions carefully and knew the implications of becoming involved in such a struggle could be devastating. Still, Vile Richard, as she liked to call him, came close to ensnaring her father in his scheme.

“Evelyn.” Madeline’s voice broke her reverie.

“I beg your pardon. I have been woolgathering,” Evelyn apologized.

Madeline offered a half smile. Evelyn saw she had more to say, but her feelings on the matter were quite set. The two moved in companionable silence as they carefully packed the herbal tinctures into straw filled boxes.

“Do not worry about me, Maddy,” she said as they finished. “I shall be quite content without a man, you shall see.” She nodded for emphasis.

Madeline shook her head and changed the subject. “Will you take your afternoon stroll in the garden today? The rain has cleared.”

“I believe you are correct.” Evelyn caught a glimpse of sunlight streaming through the windows. “I think, perhaps, I shall take a ride through the glen instead.”

“Your father always said you were born on horseback. You are going to abandon your escort again. Are you not, Evey? I can tell by the look on your face.”

“I am capable of protecting myself, I thank you.” On her tenth birthday, Evelyn, hands on her hips, demanded of her father a sword of her own. Although her father laughed at his wee daughter’s request, he granted her private lessons in both archery and swordsmanship at which she excelled. Evelyn was more than capable of defending herself. Putting thought to deed, she tossed her apron on the table and strode from the room heading for the stables.

Madeline muttered something under her breath that sounded vaguely like spoiled.

The sun cast a halo of gold over the bailey. Evelyn ambled toward the stables, greeting everyone she met along the way. Several knights trained in the courtyard. She lingered to observe their practice.

The knights wore nothing but loose fitting linen shirts and leggings as they trained. Each of them drenched in sweat. Their finely honed physiques held her captive for a moment. It was inappropriate for her to see them thus, but whenever someone chastised her, she waved them off.

An unfamiliar face caught her attention. He was the new knight her father had mentioned, Sir Alexander.

He sparred with Sir Edward and, by the looks of it, was beating him with no apparent struggle. The two men were alike in stature, but the similarities ended there. Sir Alexander was dark where Sir Edward was fair. His hair, a deep rich mahogany, showed gold highlights in the sun and his skin was tanned. Although Evelyn could not clearly discern his facial features, she knew they would be dark and mysterious.

She observed his technique as he arced the broadsword, bringing it metal to metal with his opponent’s. He was like an avenging angel, or a roman god. Evelyn refused to let his appearance speak for him.

With one swift deft motion, Alexander relieved Edward of his sword. Both men nodded in acknowledgement. He extended his hand to help Edward to his feet and exited the ring as two younger knights began their round. He glanced at Evelyn briefly before dipping the ladle into the water bucket next to her. He lifted the cool water to his lips.

“Good day, Sir Alexander,” Evelyn greeted him with a smile. “You handle that sword with exquisite skill.” He gave her a curt nod.

She tried engaging him again. “I do not believe we have been introduced. I am Lady Evelyn.”

His eyes captured her attention. They were not dark, as she had imagined, but an unexpected icy blue, framed with thick lashes under an arched brow. His gaze slipped from her face. She followed his line of sight. Madeline crossed the courtyard, heading toward the garden. He dropped his attention to the water bucket again.

“I know who you are.” He swallowed another brimming ladle. She watched the muscles in his neck as he drank, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Evelyn cleared her throat.

“Well then, since that formality is out of the way, I would like to welcome you to the barony.” She worked to keep the rising irritation from her voice.

He gave a second curt tilt of his head, his attention focused on the two knights now sparring. She scowled. Every knight, even Richard, treated her with the respect due her station. Sir Alexander’s blatant dismissal riled her. Though it was clear he did not think highly of her, she was determined to gain his respect.

“My father tells me you have just come from Scotland,” she said, expecting a reaction. “You must have some interesting stories to tell.”

His head snapped in her direction, his cold appraisal sent a shiver through her.

“Trust me, my lady.” The words slipped from his lips in a disdainful hiss. “It would be unwise to interfere in business that is none of your concern.” He looked away. “You should confine yourself to pursuits more suited to your gender and station.”

Evelyn’s blood boiled, her palms itching for the pommel of her sword. She bit her tongue and tried for a more subtle response than the curses filling her thoughts.

“Pardon me for interfering in your masculine duties,” she replied, pasting a false smile on her face. Evelyn spun from him, spine straight, when his hand gripped her arm. She turned back, furious. “Unhand me, sir!” He did not release her.

“If you have any intention of leaving this keep, I strongly suggest that you take an escort. ‘Tis not safe for you to be alone.” A knowing look pierced her, causing her to bristle in defiance.

She jerked free of his grasp. “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, I thank you.” She glared at him once more for good measure, then fumed all the way to the stables where her palfrey waited.

***
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Alexander stared after the irate Lady Evelyn as she stomped into the stables. She was angry with him. Good. He did not want her getting involved; women always complicated things. Best to keep her out of harm’s way.

Alexander grabbed his shirt from the fence and pulled it over his head. As he gathered the rest of his gear, his thoughts turned to an earlier confrontation. Sir Richard cornered Alexander in the hall with thinly veiled threats in an attempt to discourage him from speaking with the baron. While the action did not achieve its intended goal, it did grant Alexander a glimpse into Sir Richard’s character.

The self-serving bastard deserved a good thrashing. Sir Richard, busy scheming for the baron to push the English into Scottish territory, did not comprehend Alexander was unmoved or he had just made a powerful enemy. The baron supported and protected the English crown, but he also respected the Scots desire for independence.

Alexander’s mother had been Scottish. He had a moral duty to inform the baron of the serious implications of decrying the treaty between the two nations.

Alexander strode off in the direction of his lodgings. Lady Evelyn. She seemed sincere in her welcome, but he did not need nor desire her welcome. It was best for him to push her away. Her reaction to his insults told him he achieved his purpose. His mission was to protect her. She was the baron’s only child and therefore a valuable asset. He watched her over the last few days. She was striking for a woman, tall and strong yet feminine and graceful. She was a singularly unique woman, well regarded and that meant she would not be ignored. His actions posed nothing but a challenge to her. His frowned deepened when he saw her ride out the postern gate. Alone.

“God’s blood, stubborn woman!” he spat under his breath. He reversed direction, moving briskly toward the stables. Then he saw Lady Evelyn’s cousin, Madeline, return from the gardens. Her red dress swished as she walked across the courtyard, a basket tucked under her arm. She cast him a sly glance, favoring him with a smile.

He had noticed her the day he arrived at the keep. Her hair was braided, framing her face in tight curls beside her head. Eyes bright and alert, they locked on him and followed as he made his way to report to the baron. In that moment, his mind strayed from his task and lingered on the angelic creature staring at him. Since then, he couldn’t walk into a room without searching for her.

A high pitched whinny echoed through the courtyard. His gaze shot from Madeline to the stables just behind her where a stallion reared on his hind legs, pawing at the groom who struggled to control him. The line snapped and the horse jerked free of the boy’s grasp. The stallion bolted, heading straight for Madeline.

Alexander sprang into action, fear clenching his heart. In several swift strides, he was at her side and scooped her into his arms, turning his back to the charging beast. At the last second, the horse shifted course and ran out the main gate. A group of the guards blocked the horse’s path, effectively stopping the destrier.

“Sir Alexander,” a soft voice brought his attention to the woman he held against his chest. “You can put me down now.”

He glanced at the woman in his arms. Her cheeks were flushed with a pink glow, mouth slightly parted as she studied his face.

“Aye,” he said, gently lowering her feet to the ground.

“I thank you for saving me.” Her smile sent a tremor of lust straight to his groin. He nodded as she walked to the great hall. Alexander shook his head and refocused his attention.

“Damn,” he swore as he remembered why he had been headed for the stables in the first place. Lady Evelyn was probably long gone by now. Darting into the building, he grabbed his horse and walked back into the courtyard. He swung bareback onto his black destrier and followed Lady Evelyn through the postern gate. She was nothing but trouble and needed a shadow to keep her contained.

***
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Sir Richard Langley watched the spirited Lady Evelyn ride through the rear gate, Sir Alexander following hard on her heels. Interesting. Sir Alexander was arguably the most honorable knight in the barony. Richard snorted. Power was a man’s game, and Richard an experienced player. Why else would he banish himself to this backwoods barony to capture the ear of James Mongtomery, Baron of Rayne.

Richard’s intention of raiding the brewery for a pint was pleasantly interrupted by the opportunity to gawk at the lady of the house. Heavens, but she was a succulent berry, ripe for the picking. Defiant and unconventional, the lady in question chose to wear her hair in a long plait, her head covered by little more than a scrap of linen. Her bearing and the way she sat a horse commanded respect. The Lady Evelyn was long past the day she should have been married to a man with a firm hand and saddled with brats. Someone needed to bring her into line, to show her skill with a sword alone did not make her equal to a man. Perhaps he should speak with the baron about his wayward child.

Richard gave up his quest for ale to search for Lady Evelyn’s servant, Rose, the sudden need for companionship making him irritable. She would be leaving the keep the next day to visit her family. Perhaps he could entice her to spend the night with him. The memory of her soft curves and innocent demeanor made him hard. He slipped into the great hall. Several esteemed men of the baron’s household sat discussing plans for the upcoming tournament. They glanced up from their good-natured squabbling to acknowledge his presence.

“Sir Richard, just the man we need,” one of them called in a hearty tone. “Come join us. We need a strategist to aid us in finalizing these plans.”

Steeling himself against a hasty and ill-thought reply, he put his hand up.

“Beg pardon, but I have urgent business to attend.” The men nodded as he walked past them and headed for the baron’s working chambers. So much for finding Rose, but this would be the perfect opportunity to speak with Evelyn’s father and set his plans into motion.

He knocked on the door.

“Enter,” the baron’s voice boomed through the solid wood.

Richard pushed the door open and stepped inside the opulent chamber. Rich tapestries and dark wood filled the space. The Baron of Rayne sat behind his desk.

“Sir Richard. What can I do for you today?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

“My lord, I have come to talk to you about your daughter.” Richard chose his words carefully.

“Has something happened?”

“Nay, my lord,” he replied. “However, I have come to ask what your plans are for her future. She is well beyond the age she should have married. ‘Tis not seemly for a woman to be unmarried at her age. She needs a man to guide her, care for her.” The baron rubbed his chin in thought. “I would like your blessing to court Lady Evelyn, my lord.”

“Are you in earnest, Sir Richard?” The baron’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I have never seen you take an interest in my daughter before.”

“I have thought long and hard about this course and know that Lady Evelyn would make the perfect companion for me.”

“You are aware of my daughter’s thoughts on marriage?” the baron asked, searching Richard’s face.

“Aye, my lord. But we both understand that she cannot remain unmarried and free to gallivant across the countryside on her own whims. For her safety, I beg you to consider my offer.”

“I will think on it. I thank you for your concern.” The baron returned to his paperwork as Richard bowed and left the chamber.

Grinning to himself, he headed to the kitchens to find Rose. He needed to relieve the ache in his loins. Somewhere inside his dark heart he wished Rose were Lady Evelyn and longed for the day he could take the spoiled bitch to his bed.

***

[image: ]


Bent low over the horse’s neck, Evelyn spurred her horse into a gallop. The trees whipped past as the wind snatched the linen veil from her head, freeing curls from her coif. She reveled in the moment, exhilarated by freedom. A thrill shot through her as she dodged a low hanging branch then urged her gelding over a fallen tree. Horse and rider surged together as they hurtled through the forest.

Evelyn slowed the gelding to a walk, weaving deeper into the thickening underbrush. As the rush of her liberating ride drained away, her mind wandered back to Sir Alexander’s appalling lack of respect. Only a brutish cur would insult a gracious welcome. Her horse sidestepped, and Evelyn shook free of her fuming. “My apologizes, Jester, ‘tis not your fault.” She patted his neck.

Twisting in the saddle, she surveyed her surroundings. Several hundred feet ahead, the trees opened into a small glen. She steered Jester toward it with a gentle nudge of her heel. The smell of wood smoke reached her as she approached the tiny cottage tucked into the back of the clearing. Eager to arrive at her destination, she trotted Jester along the tree line, welcoming happy memories of many previous visits.

While doctors and surgeons used torturous instruments and bloodletting to treat illness and wounds, Old Nora specialized in herbal cures. Nora, who taught Evelyn’s nature-loving mother the secrets of herbal healing, took a young Evelyn under her wing giving her the same lessons in the art of herbal medicine. The noblewoman devoured the knowledge, finding a sense of purpose in helping others. When a band of brigands attacked the village last spring, Evelyn had helped Nora stitch wounds and apply salves. The women enjoyed each other’s company, and Evelyn grasped every opportunity to visit her friend.

Nora’s cottage sat in the part of the forest stretching between the village and the Scottish border, serving as a haven from politics and responsibility. Her heart yearned to stay with Nora, to ignore the harsh realities of her life. As she brought the gelding to a halt, Old Nora rounded the corner of her home.

“Evelyn, my dear, you have come to visit.” The old woman’s toothless smile was warm with welcome. She coughed, setting down her armful of wood. “Well, slide off that horse. Come keep an old woman company.”

Evelyn stepped down from the saddle to tie Jester to the small fencepost and followed her surrogate mother into the warm cottage. Nora’s home was sparsely furnished but held all the charm and comfort necessary to live a contented life. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the rafters, filling the room with their calm, soothing scents. Nora added some kindling to the fire. A pot hanging in the hearth emanated a savory aroma. Evelyn’s stomach rumbled at the thought of a hearty meal. Old Nora had anticipated her arrival it seemed.

“Are you finding all the herbs you need this spring?” Evelyn asked as Nora added a few sprigs of mint to the stewpot.

“I have gathered as many as I can,” Nora said. “Chicory is proving hard to find this year.”

As she stirred the stew, a deep, hacking cough seized the frail woman, doubling her over in obvious pain. Evelyn rushed to her side.

“Are you well, Nora?” Evelyn asked, worried.

“‘Tis naught but a spring chill, child.” Nora brushed away her concern. “I shall be right as rain in a few days. You will see.”

“How long have you been ill?” Nora had been quite well during their last visit, just two weeks prior.

The smaller woman yielded to Evelyn’s persistent concern, settling herself into a chair and allowing Evelyn to wrap an extra shawl about her shoulders.

“I fear I might have taken ill with the same sickness as Benny Thatcher and his family. I had the whole family set to rights within a week. All these old bones need is some rest and herbs,” she replied as a fond smile creased her cracked lips. “Do not worry about Old Nora, dear. Nothing keeps me down for long.”

Evelyn ladled stew onto a trencher and set it before her friend. Nora looked as though she had aged ten years since her last visit. At Nora’s urging, she served herself as well.

“What brings you out today?” Nora asked, taking a bite.

Evelyn broke off a piece of bread and dipped it into her stew.

“Well,” she sighed, “Sir Richard has been pushing to cross the border in retaliation against the rebels. The peace is stretched thin enough as it is. I fear he may be manipulating father.” She hesitated, not wanting to burden Nora while she was ill.

Nora nodded so Evelyn continued.

“I do not trust Sir Richard or his intentions,” she said. “His primary interests seem to be wealth and power, and his ego has grown since he gained favor with my father. I fear he seeks to take advantage.” She sighed, pushing bits of stew around with her knife. “Until last week, I thought Sir Richard might succeed in convincing my father to take action.”

“Until last week? What happened? Did Richard finally haud his wheesht, or has your father kicked his pampered arse back to London?” Nora asked, a sarcastic twinkle in her grey eyes. Evelyn laughed at the thought.

“Nay, neither I am afraid, but a new knight has arrived. Father is listening to his experience with the Scots and the rebels. His extreme distaste for Richard is a point in his favor.”

“Ah, this new knight may prove useful.” Nora was thoughtful. She patted Evelyn’s hand. “The baron is fortunate to have a daughter such as you to take an interest in such things. You have a new ally it seems.”

“That remains to be seen. Though he has my father’s ear, I find him rude and pompous.” Evelyn shook her head, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms.

Nora chuckled, raising an eyebrow.

“He loathes me,” she huffed. “He is intolerable and insulting. I care for him not one whit.” Evelyn nodded for emphasis.

“Still, he may prove helpful to you and your father. Keep him close.”

Evelyn scoffed. She would rather die than keep such a man in her confidence.

“It grows dark, my child. You should return to the safety of the keep,” Nora said, glancing out the small window.

“Thank you for the meal. I shall be back to see you within a few days.” She hugged the frail woman. “Take care, my friend.” Evelyn kissed her withered check and swung into the saddle.

Nora waved from the doorway. Evelyn smiled in return and urged Jester forward. As the sunlight faded into the trees, she nudged him into a canter, savoring her last moments of freedom before returning to the confines of her life.

The sun dipped low on the horizon, as Evelyn approached the outer walls of the keep. She dismounted and led Jester toward the postern gate. A patch of thistle blossomed near the stone barrier. She moved closer to gather some of the blooms, and then froze at the sound of voices. Silently tying the reins to a tree, she crept into the woods to hide in the underbrush. Two male voices reached her ears.

“I grow tired of waiting,” the first man said with obvious irritation. “We should just kill him now.”

Evelyn froze; dread lodging itself in her chest.

“Calm yourself. Stay close and be ready to move at a moment’s notice. I will contact you when we are ready.”

The undergrowth rustled as their footsteps receded from her, their voices fading into the distance. She backed out of her little hiding spot with care only to collide with a warm, solid body. A hand clamped over her mouth.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Fear infused her body, Evelyn had been captured. The fear melted into anger. She thrashed in her captor’s arms, twisting and kicking. His gloved hand tightened over her mouth and the other pinned her securely against his chest.

“I mean you no harm,” a velvet voice whispered in her ear. “I do not want to bind you, but I will.” Evelyn’s heel connected with the man’s shin. He cursed. “Although you evidently mean to harm me.” His voice was calm, suffused with amusement. He carried her to where their horses were tethered.

Evelyn struggled to free herself, but he was much stronger. She was close enough to the keep to call for help, if he would only remove his hand from her mouth. He was all warm muscle against her back, a living, breathing stone wall. His breath caressed the fine hairs on her neck. When he stopped moving, she wedged her mouth open enough to fit her teeth around one of his fingers and bit down. Hard.

“God’s blood, woman! I am trying to help you,” he swore in his velvet whisper, then readjusted his hand over her mouth.

So much for that idea. If she had to play along with the rogue, so be it. He held no weapon to her throat. Though his hold on her was firm, he did not cause her pain. His muscles flexed as he shifted her in his grasp. She was keenly aware of every part of him that touched her. Okay, so he had a weapon against me. Though she had yet to see his face, her body betrayed her with its reaction. Evelyn inhaled in an effort to regain her composure and breathed in his scent. It was fresh, earthy, and dangerously sinful. She groaned, embarrassed by her wicked thoughts.

Her captor stilled, his breath quickening. “I will let you go,” he murmured. “If you promise to behave.” She nodded, relieved when he kept his word.
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