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      The moment he ducked his head inside the fire-blackened hut, a scream rent the air.

      Terrified. Shrill. Fading into frantic whimpers as the girl, her eyes filled with stark fear, clung to her weeping mother.

      Cursing again that he’d come too late, Duncan FitzWilliam could see the girl was dying. Thirteen years old, perhaps, no more, already her tear-stained cheeks bore an ominous pallor, as glaring to the eye as the brilliant red blood soaking the lower half of her gown. Forcing back the fury that threatened to engulf him, he moved slowly to the girl’s pallet but stopped when she made to shriek anew.

      “Woman, tell her I mean no harm,” he said to the mother who stared up at him with fear in her own eyes though she hugged her child fiercely. “My men and I—we’ve come to help.”

      “Help, lord?” Her voice hoarse, breaking, the Irishwoman looked from him to her ravaged daughter’s face, her work-worn fingers caressing an ashen cheek with heartrending tenderness. “You can’t help my Uta…not you, not the priest…not the angels above—ah, God!”

      As the woman’s sobs filled the hut, her dying daughter’s whimpers become as weak as her labored breathing, Duncan felt his rage grow hot and deep once more that an innocent should so suffer.

      Yet thus it had always been. The innocent suffered and the ruthless trod them like dust under their heels.

      But not this time. Not on his land. Not while he held breath.

      “Come.” He knelt and gathered the girl in his arms before the Irishwoman could protest, and so gently that she stared at him in teary-eyed astonishment. She could but hasten after him as he rose and carried his broken burden outside into a spring morning so gloriously sunny that it seemed to mock her sorrow.

      Mock, too, the ring of smoldering huts, sunlight dancing upon scorched earth and slaughtered sheep and chickens. Fortunately for the Irish tenants, most had escaped into freshly sown fields of wheat and rye when the three rogue Norman knights had come upon the tiny settlement. Fled for their lives, a few panicked souls reserving enough presence of mind to alert him at Longford Castle. But it hadn’t been swiftly enough for young Uta, whose slender body had borne the worst of the knights’ brutal attack while her mother had been made to watch helplessly.

      “Clement!”

      “Yes, Baron, I come! I come!” A stout man with a wide, kindly face came running, his monk’s robe held above his knees. “I’ve done what I can for the few wounded—”

      “Good. Tend to the girl and give comfort to her mother. Take them away from here, to the stream. The girl should have some peace—”

      “Bastards…”

      Duncan glanced at the Irishwoman, her face filled with such hatred that he knew she had spied the three prisoners slumped to their knees near the horses.

      “Unholy bastards! God’s curse upon you! God’s curse for what you’ve done to my Uta!”

      She flew at the closest prisoner so suddenly that Duncan couldn’t have stopped her, but he hadn’t thought to try. Nor did he signal for any of his men to wrest her away from the bound Norman knight who bellowed in pain as she raked her nails down his face.

      As the woman’s enraged shrieks filled the air and the two other prisoners clamored for mercy, horses stamping their hooves and whinnying in fright at the din, Duncan cradled the girl who moaned piteously in his arms. It was more for her sake than the prisoners’ that Duncan finally nodded for one of his own knights, Gerard de Barry, to stop the frenzied attack.

      A moment longer and he had no doubt the woman would have scratched out the Norman’s eyes which, in truth, made no difference to him. His prisoners would have no use for sight where they were bound.

      “Go, Clement, take the girl,” he quietly bade the friar. With a cry the mother shrugged free of Gerard’s hold and ran to clutch her daughter’s limp hand as Clement set out for the stream, though just before they disappeared into the trees, the Irishwoman glanced over her shoulder and met Duncan’s eyes.

      He saw fear no more, only a burning look of comprehension as if she sensed what lay ahead. And a flicker of gratitude. But Duncan turned away, his purpose not wholly to avenge her dying daughter. His grip tightening upon the hilt of his sword, he gave the barest nod to his men. At once the prisoners were hauled to their feet, all three swaying more from drunkenness than any rude handling.

      Fools. Sotted with ale, they had raped and plundered, and so they had been captured, sleeping off their cruel deeds along the same stream where Clement had taken the girl. For such witless folly alone, they deserved no pity.

      “Hang them.”

      Duncan’s growled command might have been a dousing of ice-cold water for how sober the prisoners suddenly appeared, their expressions incredulous as thick twists of rope were yanked down over their heads.

      “M-my lord, s-surely you misspoke,” cried out one stricken knight, only to wheeze and cough at the noose pulled taut around his neck. In desperation another man began to fight his captors, while the third, looking the worse for the Irishwoman’s attack upon his face, nonetheless drew himself up in belligerent fury.

      “You cannot hang us without a trial, FitzWilliam! We’ve rights, damn you, not like these Irish dogs you treat as if they were your own kind!”

      “Rights?” Duncan’s laugh was harsh. “You lost all rights, man, when you chose to take up arms two years ago against King John.” Unmoved that one of the doomed knights began to retch over himself, Duncan watched grimly as the ropes were tossed over a massive oak limb. “Pity that you didn’t flee to France then with the earls de Lacy and their traitorous vassals instead of remaining to wreak havoc upon my land—”

      “Your land, you half-Scots bastard?” His eyes bulging in rage, the man’s voice rose to a rasping scream. “Walter de Lacy’s land, no matter that accursed king across the water parceled it out to the likes of you. And there’s scores more like us in Ireland who’ll not let you forget it!”

      “Then they’ll join you in hell. No one destroys what is mine, or does harm to those under my protection and lives to tell of it. No one.”

      Duncan wasn’t surprised by the vehement oaths hurled at him, nor at how quickly they ceased in stricken disbelief when he glanced at Gerard de Barry, the tall, russet-haired knight shouting an order to the men holding a trio of impatient horses. Sharp slaps on the rump were heard, then the ropes sprang taut. Duncan did not take his eyes from the three Normans as they writhed and jerked high in the air, legs kicking, tongues swelling, and faces turning blue.

      A few moments, no more, and life was gone, a question in Gerard’s eyes as he approached Duncan.

      “No, let them rot there,” he said before a word was spoken. “As a warning to both Irish and Norman. I guard well what is mine.”

      Duncan turned and strode for his horse so suddenly that the Irish tenants who had circled close to watch the hanging fell back and crossed themselves as he passed by, which made him smile grimly. No matter he had come to their aid, any Norman to these stubborn, unruly people remained one of Satan’s own sons, and it didn’t help that he bore the dark looks of his Scots mother. But his smile faded when a wild keening carried from the direction of the stream, which meant only one thing.

      The girl was dead. His throat grown tight, he muttered a terse prayer and mounted.
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      “Begorra, Maire O’Byrne, have you ever seen a more glorious morning?”

      Doing her best to smile, Maire glanced at her older brother Niall, his broad grin tugging painfully at her heart.

      “Has the air ever smelled sweeter? Fine spring sunshine, a sound breeze coming down from the mountains. It’s giving me an appetite, that’s what it’s doing. Aye, big enough to eat one of Ronan’s prize cattle!”

      As laughter rumbled from the eight O’Byrne clansmen bringing up the rear, their horses trotting two by two behind her and Niall’s mounts, Maire hoped Niall wouldn’t sense her growing unease. Jesu, Mary, and Joseph, she couldn’t tell him now. If she did, he might ride back to Ferns, and what good could come of that?

      Her hand trembling slightly at the thought, she swept a midnight strand from her face and fixed her eyes upon Niall.

      Nearly twenty-seven, he had never looked more handsome or more full of life, his blue-gray eyes dancing as he rode beside her, the sunlight catching glints of red in his dark brown hair. Maire knew he was thinking of Caitlin MacMurrough.

      Almost a dozen times now over the past two years they had visited the beautiful daughter of Donal MacMurrough, the most powerful chieftain of the MacMurrough clan, at her father’s stronghold in Ferns. An amazing thing, too, Maire thought with fresh heartache as Niall fell back to laugh and talk with their burly clansman Fiach O’Byrne and the others, leaving her to lead the way across a vast meadow sprinkled with wildflowers. The MacMurroughs had long been enemies of the O’Byrnes, until the day the two clans had joined forces to rescue Triona, her eldest brother Ronan’s spirited wife, from Dublin Castle.

      Rescue? Despite her low spirits, Maire couldn’t suppress a smile. Triona? Whenever she thought of the incredible story since told countless times in the O’Byrne feasting-hall, of a ruthless Norman baron and even his own king bested by a copper-haired slip of a woman, Maire still felt a sense of awe at her sister-in-law’s brazen courage.

      It amazed her even more that Triona forever insisted she, Maire O’Byrne, possessed bravery that surpassed hers…especially now, when she was feeling anything but courageous.

      In truth, she felt a coward. How could she not, when she bore news that would break Niall’s heart?

      A burst of infectious laughter behind her made Maire grip the reins so tightly that her fingers hurt, and she blinked against sudden tears.

      These past two years had forged a bond between herself and Caitlin MacMurrough as close as sisters; it had been Triona who had insisted Maire accompany Niall on his courting visits to Ferns not only to help build her strength, but because she had believed Maire and Caitlin would become fast friends. And so they had, though Maire almost wished now that she had never made this last journey.

      Caitlin’s tearful revelation to her only hours ago had cut her to the quick, but how could she not want her friend to be happy? Yet Niall, poor Niall. He had waited so patiently, at Donal MacMurrough’s firm behest, for Caitlin to reach eighteen years before any talk of a wedding take place, and now that date had come.

      But so too, had come a change of heart for Caitlin as sudden as a summer squall, or perhaps Maire had sensed the truth several months ago but had refused to believe it. Refused to believe the radiant light in Caitlin’s eyes during their last visit when she had gazed not upon Niall O’Byrne, but a strapping young Irishman of a neighboring clan, a godson of Donal MacMurrough. It had been barely sunrise when Caitlin had come to Maire’s bedchamber, her lovely features as pale as her linen sleeping gown.

      “Oh, Maire, what am I to do? I love Brian! I’ve promised to wed him, too, but we haven’t spoken to my father yet because of Niall. He’s been so good to me, so kind. I thought I loved him all this time, truly I did, but Brian… Jesu forgive me, I don’t know how to tell him!”

      Caitlin had sunk upon the edge of the bed in despair, her green eyes, so like Triona’s, stricken with tears, her silken blond hair falling across her face as she bent her head and wept. Maire had wept, too, for her tenderhearted friend, for Niall, for something that clearly could never be…then for the burden that was placed upon her as Caitlin desperately took her hand.

      “Maire, please, you must tell him for me. To see Niall’s eyes, the hurt. I couldn’t bear it.”

      “Oh, Caitlin, no, I can’t—”

      “Aye, Maire, you must, it’s the only way! But not here, not until you return to Glenmalure. He’d want to find Brian, they’d fight, I know it! And if either of them were wounded, dear God, or worse—oh, please, Maire! Triona can help you. Triona will know what to say to Niall.”

      Caitlin’s pleading voice echoing in her mind, Maire closed her eyes and prayed fervently that Triona would, indeed, know the right words to say. Niall trusted her, had thought Triona the perfect match for Ronan the moment he’d seen her and then done all he could to help bring them together—

      Another burst of laughter startled Maire, and so abruptly that she jerked upon the reins, making her snow-white gelding snort and toss his head. At once it seemed Niall appeared at her side, his hand reaching out to steady the prancing animal, his handsome face grown sober with concern.

      “Maire—”

      “I’m fine, Niall, truly.” Her cheeks hot with chagrin, she wished she’d been more careful with her mount. All it ever took was the slightest hint of difficulty to send either Niall, Ronan, or both brothers rushing to her aid, their overprotectiveness of her undiminished despite the miraculous progress she’d made.

      Or so the priest who often visited from the monastery in Glendalough claimed it to be, a miracle.

      Maire knew that regaining the use of legs long denied her since a childhood fever, had taken months of hard work as well as countless prayers in her bed at night that one day she might walk as gracefully as Triona or Caitlin, or any other woman. She walked, that was true, but graceful she was not, and wondered if she would ever be.

      Mayhap it was that obvious flaw which kept her brothers so vigilant, her awkward gait a constant reminder that they must shield her from hurt of any kind. And after what had happened last autumn…

      Maire sighed softly, shoving the unhappy memories away and glancing at Niall to find him studying her, his expression grown thoughtful. At once she mustered a smile, but he didn’t appear convinced.

      “Begorra, little sister, that’s a halfhearted attempt if ever I’ve seen one. Out with it now. What’s troubling you? You’ve hardly spoken since we left Ferns, not like you at all”—a slow grin lit Niall’s face—“though I admit I’d be more worried if Triona ever grew silent. Aye, that’s a thought now, isn’t it?”

      His low chuckling doing much to quell her sense of panic, Maire tried to keep her voice light. “Things wouldn’t be half as lively, to be sure. Not for Ronan, not for any of us.”

      “And they’ll be livelier still when she hears there’s soon to be a wedding. Damned if it hasn’t been the longest two years of my life! Yet I’d never have met Caitlin if not for Triona, and we all know that to be true. She’ll think herself a fine matchmaker now, the very finest in Wicklow… Maire?”

      It happened so fast, tears welling in her eyes, that Maire cursed that she’d never been one to conceal her emotions. Niall sharply reined in his horse and dismounted, coming to her side.

      “It’s nothing to trouble yourself over, Niall O’Byrne, nothing,” she said brokenly, knowing the wretched sound of her voice alone would leave him anything but certain that all was well. Within an instant she was pulled gently from her horse, Niall holding fast to her arm as he drew her away from their clansmen, who had reined in their mounts and waited silently, Fiach and several others keeping wary eyes upon the surrounding woods.

      “If it’s nothing, then I’m deaf and blind,” Niall said so gently when he stopped and faced her that Maire felt fresh tears burn her eyes. “Now you’ll tell me what’s plaguing your heart…though I’ve a sense of what it might be.”

      Suddenly unable to breathe, Maire stared at him, wondering wildly what he might say. “Y-you do?”

      “Aye, and if I could change things for you this very moment, I swear I would. I know my happiness with Caitlin makes you long for your own…and I’m certain it will come, in time. A fine husband, children. Ronan may hold a different view, but only because he doesn’t wish to see you hurt again. Yet you can’t allow what happened last year to make you think it’s impossible. Will you promise me, Maire?”

      So relieved that she’d been spared telling Niall the truth, at least for now, she could only nod, though the ache inside her had grown near to choking her.

      To hear Niall speak of a dream which had once seemed so close to her grasp…only to turn to disaster and, for a time, throw such a terrible wedge between Ronan and Triona that Maire had feared for their love. Triona had never wanted but to help her, spending countless hours with her as she learned to walk again and ride a horse, forever encouraging her, and even finally convincing Ronan that he should consider finding Maire a husband.

      Yet she didn’t have to close her eyes to recall the look upon Colin O’Nolan’s face when the chieftain’s son had come from the Blackstairs Mountains in Carlow to meet her. She could still feel the thunderous beating of her heart when she had so eagerly and hopefully walked across the crowded feasting-hall toward the head table, knowing Colin had been told of her legs and yet still wished to consider her for his bride…only to reach him and feel all hope die.

      Saints help her, how could she ever forget the dismay, even repulsion, on his face as if he wondered whether her lower limbs were made of uneven blocks of wood rather than flesh and blood?

      How could she ever forget mortification and anguish so deep, the pain cut her still?

      How could she ever have dreamed any man would want a wife who dragged one leg behind her and swayed like a hobbled horse when there were other young women both healthy and whole…?

      Gazing blindly across the sunswept meadow, Maire brushed away tears that fell as much for Niall as herself, yet she allowed herself only a moment’s self-pity.

      With time the memories would fade, and, after all, she had much for which to be thankful. A family who truly loved her. Ronan and Triona’s little Deirdre, whose sweet smile could brighten any day. And, right now, Niall deserved her only concern.

      “One of Ronan’s prize cattle, did you say?” she somehow managed to tease, grateful when Niall’s endearing, familiar grin cut across his face. Aye, she would hold her unhappy news until they were safely home, where Triona and Ronan both could help sway Niall from doing anything rash. “I feel a wee bit of an appetite myself. Too bad we’ll have to wait hours before a feast could be prepared—”

      “Mayhap not.” Niall looped his arm securely through hers as he drew her back toward the horses. “I thought I might ride ahead and share with our brother that a MacMurrough bride will soon be coming to Glenmalure. That is, if you wouldn’t mind our clansmen escorting you home. I know Fiach is a sober sort, but every once in a while he manages a smile.”

      “He’ll make fine company. I don’t mind at all.” As she was lifted back onto her mount, Maire decided it was a good thing Niall leave them, for her heart began to ache anew that he looked so merry.

      With a last squeeze of her hand, he vaulted onto his horse’s back and wheeled the powerful bay stallion around, calling out to Fiach and the rest of their clansmen to guard her well and see her swiftly home as he galloped headlong across the meadow. In moments, he had disappeared into the thick trees, and only then did Maire let her cheerful facade crumble.

      But not so her clansmen could see her distress, all of them riding a length behind her as they set off at a canter. Keeping her face forward, she let the tears come. The horses’ thundering hooves drowned out her prayer that Niall not think Donal MacMurrough had somehow encouraged Caitlin’s change of heart and swear vengeance.

      That the chieftain had allowed the younger brother of the legendary rebel Ronan “Black” O’Byrne to court his much-beloved daughter had shown the truce was solid between the two clans. Yet peace was forever so fragile—

      “Ah, God!”

      The agonized cry had come from behind her, Maire gasping as an arrow zinged past her ear, another O’Byrne suddenly shrieking in pain. Incredulous, she jerked hard on the reins and spun her horse around as another arrow struck a third clansman in the throat, her eyes widening in horror at the blood spurting from the wound.

      At once Fiach O’Byrne, his bearded face stricken, spurred his mount to her side.

      “Normans, Maire! The devil take them, ride with you! Ride with you after Niall!”
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      Dear God, Normans? So close to the Wicklow Mountains?

      Almost in a daze, she stared at the host of mounted knights bursting from the opposite trees, their terrifying battle cries chilling her, their mail shirts and brandished swords blinding in the sun.

      “Saints preserve you, woman, ride!”

      Maire cried out as Fiach slapped her gelding’s flank, the startled animal lunging so suddenly into motion that she nearly lost her seat. Desperately she grabbed the horse’s snowy mane and held on, her throat constricting in disbelief as the terrible clamor of sword hitting sword rang over the meadow. She was already into the trees where Niall had disappeared moments ago when she heard more screams, hideous death screams. Her flesh crawled with fear.

      None of her clansmen had ridden after her. At least she thought none, until the heavy pounding of hooves made her hope wildly, giddily, that she wasn’t alone. Swiping the hair from her face, she dared a glance over her shoulder, only to feel her stomach knot in terror.

      Three Normans were bearing down upon her like apparitions of hell covered from head to toe in fearsome metal, their horses great lunging behemoths to her smaller mount. It was then she began to pray desperately that Niall was nowhere near, that he wouldn’t hear her screams and return to harm’s way. Jesu, Mary, and Joseph, protect him! Protect her!

      With cramped fingers she clutched the gelding’s coarse mane all the tighter, her cheek pressed to his sweaty neck, her breath tearing at her throat as the animal weaved and raced through the trees at a breakneck pace that rekindled a shred of hope that she might yet escape. As if in a blurred dream the forest flew past her, flashes of deep green melding with mottled sunlight and an occasional brilliant shaft that broke through the dense leaves. She squinted against the sudden brightness, daring once more to lift her head and look behind her…

      It happened so fast, a violent thud and then pain so intense that Maire scarcely realized she was lying sprawled upon the ground, a low-hanging branch wavering and shimmering above her. And again came the piercing sunlight through the leaves, blinding her as she fought to drag air into her lungs, fought to fend off the strange darkness threatening to overwhelm her as the terrible throbbing in her head grew stronger, more fierce. Dazedly she heard horses snorting and blowing, and men’s voices growing near.

      “God’s breath, does she live?”

      “Barely, I’d wager, after that blow. Hit the branch square on, she did, foolish little bitch.”

      “Ah, Henry, you’re only grousing because you’ll have to wait now to spread her legs. A pretty bit, too, for an Irish wench, though too thin for my taste.”

      “Anything would be too thin compared to the big-breasted sows you take to your bed, man! Gather her up and let’s get back to the others. Lady Adele should be well pleased with today’s sport, wouldn’t you say?”

      Coarse male laughter ringing deafeningly in her ears, Maire groaned as she felt herself being lifted, the pain in her head grown so acute she was aware of little else. Nor did she think to fight her captor, her limbs useless and limp, the world become no more than a hazy blur. Within what seemed an instant, the shadow of trees and leaves was gone, only open sky above her, and more blinding sun.

      “You ran her down! Delightful!” came a feminine voice. A cool palm slipped across the left side of her head, which throbbed and thundered. “A terrible lump, though, big as a chestnut. Did you strike her, FitzHugh?”

      “Ha! A branch felling her was hardly the surrender I had envisioned—”

      “And you’ll leave her be, too, Henry, if she’s to recover. Since Gwyneth died aboard ship, you know I need another maid. This wench will do nicely…an Irish savage to amuse me. Then again, she might amuse my dear brother, too. She’s surely lovely enough. And what better way to show the man I want only the best for him, yes? A humble gift to herald my surprise visit!”

      Gay laughter piercing her skull, Maire blinked in agony as she was jostled once more, nearly retching when she was flopped onto her stomach over a saddle. But she did vomit when she spied the bloody carnage upon the ground, Fiach O’Byrne’s severed head staring up at her with sightless eyes.

      “God’s nightgown, my lady, now I’ll stink like Irish puke!”

      It was the last thing Maire heard as numbing darkness claimed her, mercifully silencing the uproarious laughter that rang all around.
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      “What do you mean, visitors?” As Duncan dismounted heavily, his gaze grim as he surveyed the unexpected commotion in the torchlit bailey, his balding steward Faustis wrung his hands.

      “Important visitors, my lord! They’re in the great hall—have been for an hour. And they’ve already eaten everything the cooks prepared, a full carcass of salted beef, half a pig, eight legs of mutton, and still they clamor for more!”

      Duncan wasn’t surprised, one dark glance at the horses filling the stable—leaving barely room for those of his own men—telling him the entourage that had descended upon his household was indeed large. Destriers, pack animals, a magnificent dappled gray gelding that any man would consider a prize, though a sidesaddle of finely polished leather was propped upon a nearby stall—

      “Sidesaddle…” Intuition gripping his gut, Duncan looked back at Faustis to find the squat little man counting aloud on his plump fingers and shaking his head.

      “And twelve casks of wine, my lord, twelve in an hour! Heaven help us, we’ll be drained dry at this rate—”

      “Faustis, God’s teeth, enough! Who are my damned visitors?”

      His outburst clearly rattling the man, Duncan almost regretted his harsh tone when sweat broke out upon Faustis’s jutting brow.

      “She said… I-I mean, they said I mustn’t tell you, my lord. It’s a surprise.”

      “A surprise.”

      “Y-yes, my lord.”

      For a moment Duncan couldn’t say another word for the tightness in his jaw. Only Gerard coming up beside him and casting him a quizzical look, prodded Duncan once more to speak to Faustis. “So whoever is in the hall eating my food and drinking my wine—”

      “Ten knights, my lord, twenty-six men-at-arms, maidservants, a band of minstrels—”

      “Ah, so my surprise visitors brought their own players. Jugglers? Acrobats?”

      When Faustis gave a weak nod, stammering something about a dwarf court jester, too, Duncan had heard enough. Swearing under his breath, he didn’t wait for Gerard or his other knights but strode across the castle courtyard, his bone weariness forgotten, the marauding Irish rebels he and his men had chased half the length of Meath pushed from his mind as well, at least for now. He swept off his mailed coif, the drunken carnival in the great hall something he was compelled at once to see.

      God’s teeth, were some days fashioned simply to plague him?

      First word had come that a farming settlement had been attacked, may Walter de Lacy’s men rot in hell. He imagined the tenants who worked those fields—and the poor woman who’d lost her daughter—had exhausted themselves abusing the three Norman corpses he’d left hanging from that tree. Then a rider from his westernmost castle had brought news of Irish rebels stealing cattle, and now surprise visitors…

      Duncan scowled to himself as the revelry grew louder and more boisterous; a stranger to Longford Castle would have no difficulty finding the great hall for the noise. And considering it was so late, dusk long hours ago, no wonder the servants had a haggard look about them, especially the ones bearing more steaming platters of food from the kitchen.

      But what caught his eye were the two Irish serving wenches huddled near the great arched entrance to the hall, one of them clearly much distressed and weeping. Duncan came up so suddenly behind them that both young women gasped and spun around, their faces stunned and pale in the torchlight.

      “Are you ill?” he demanded, cursing the need to speak so loudly for the raucous laughter echoing from the hall when one serving wench, a comely redhead, again burst into tears. Her plump companion hastily threw her arm around the smaller woman’s shoulders, her voice shaky yet indignant.

      “Not ill, lord. The wee thing’s terrified, she is. One of your guests, forgive me for speaking so boldly, has demanded she come to his bed this night! And she’s a new bride, a fine husband—one of your own blacksmiths, lord, waiting for her at home in the village—”

      “Go to your husband, then. Now.”

      The young woman didn’t hesitate, murmuring a hoarse thanks as she fled past Duncan and disappeared down the steps to the kitchen. The other wench picked up an empty wine jug and made to leave too, but not before casting Duncan a weary yet grateful smile. Yet he scarcely noticed it, his jaw clenched tight as he entered the hall.

      “Duncan!”

      The beautiful blond woman hastening from the high table in a flutter of sapphire silk made his gut knot all the harder, his suspicion proving correct. As the carousing continued around him unabated, minstrels playing their lutes feverishly, servants scurrying to keep cups and trenchers full while drunken knights grabbed and pawed at any hapless female and kicked at the hunting dogs fighting for scraps, Duncan found himself enveloped in a perfumed embrace of jasmine and musk.

      “Oh, Duncan, how delightful! I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever arrive!”

      She immediately stepped back smiling to sweep her gaze over him from head to toe, which allowed Duncan to assess his half sister as well. Older than him by eight years, Adele de Londres nonetheless carried her thirty-six winters well, bearing the face and form of a woman a decade younger. She was lovely. There was no denying it. Perhaps one of the fairest women in Britain. But what the devil was she doing in Ireland?

      “You haven’t changed at all in two years, Duncan. Still as handsome as ever, no—more so! But I suppose power does that to a man, yes?”

      Tensing at the sudden brittle glint in her blue eyes, Duncan gave a slight nod. “I’ve done well, thanks to King John—”

      “Well? One of the largest estates in Meath, three castles, countless manors? Why, you put the rest of the family to shame, dear brother. Who would have ever thought—ah, but I always knew you were destined for great things, glorious things! And when I heard just how well you were doing, I decided to come and see for myself.” Adele waved her hand with a flourish at the sumptuously appointed great hall, her smile brilliant. “Truly, my lord, I haven’t been disappointed.”

      Duncan didn’t reply, her words grating upon him as much as her unexpected presence, bitter memories rushing to the fore.

      Who would have ever thought… Yes, he could well imagine the profound delight his three half brothers found in the prosperity he had finally attained after long, loyal years of service to King John. He could almost hear them toasting him now, no doubt wishing him an early grave like the one that had claimed his Scots mother—

      “Oh, Duncan, must you scowl so? I see that, too, hasn’t changed. And I won’t stand for it, not tonight, not after I’ve traveled all this way to see you. Come and sit with me and tell me everything!”

      Again the cloying smell of Adele’s perfume assailed him as she playfully looped her arm through his and urged him toward the high table. But they hadn’t gone far before she slowed her pace, glancing with unabashed interest over her shoulder.

      “One of your knights, brother?”

      Following her gaze, Duncan felt his ill humor mounting as Gerard de Barry entered the hall with several other men, his longtime comrade in arms surveying the pandemonium with a mix of incredulity and dry amusement.

      “Yes, and a friend as well. I take it the men”—Duncan looked with derision upon the drunken sots carousing at the high table—“who accompany you serve your husband?”

      “Alas, yes, they did, but I bear heavy news, Duncan. My dear lord husband took ill and died during the winter. I’m a widow these past five months.”

      And looking none the worse for her mourning, Duncan thought darkly, if his stunning half sister had grieved at all.

      Her marriage to Reginald de Londres had been no love match, but she had rushed headlong into wedding the aging baron for the comforts his wealth could bring her and doubtless the sexual freedom his failing eyesight could afford her. It had been rumored long before Duncan had come to Ireland that she had not once slept with the old fool, substituting her maidservants instead while she enjoyed the attentions of many lovers. But if she thought the man who was as close to him as a brother…

      “No condolences, Duncan?”

      Adele wasn’t looking at him but at Gerard, her airy comment clearly no more than an afterthought and not worthy of an answer as she stared boldly at the handsome, russet-haired knight.

      “Gerard de Barry has spoken for a maid, Adele. She comes from Sussex to marry him in two months’ time.”

      “Really? How wonderful for him.”

      “So he has often said. I’ve not seen a man more in love.”

      She caught Duncan’s gaze, and he swore he saw more than a hint of feminine challenge in those disarming blue eyes before she gave him an archly appraising look. “And what of you? Have you decided upon a wife yet?”

      His jaw tightening, Duncan shook his head, which made her squeeze his arm in a poor attempt at sympathy.

      “So I thought. You know, brother, mourning for a woman long dead won’t give you heirs to protect so grand an estate. How many years has it been since Gisele…?”

      “Six.” Glad that they had come to the high table, Duncan disengaged his arm. “It’s late, Adele, and the day has been a taxing one—”

      “Oh, Duncan, surely you’re not thinking of retiring so soon! And if I’ve distressed you—dear heavens, I promise I won’t mention her name again. Yet it only proves further that a wife is just what you need, and I insist you allow me to help. If we can’t find a young woman of suitable rank among our kind here in Ireland, we could always send a messenger to London and request that the Court arrange—”

      “By the blood of God, woman, is that why you’ve come to Meath?”

      His roar silencing the bedlam in the hall, Duncan felt all eyes suddenly upon him, minstrels, servants, and drunken knights alike staring in surprise. But his own men didn’t appear unduly concerned, Gerard calmly sampling a cup of wine, while Adele seemed less than startled, though two bright spots of color had touched her cheeks.

      “Indeed, Duncan, I see your temper remains in high form. Perhaps it would be best if we talked tomorrow…after you’ve had a chance to rest. As you said, your day was a taxing one. I only hope you find the night passes more pleasantly…”

      She didn’t say more, a cryptic smile upon her generously curved lips, but turned to rejoin her knights at the high table. Yet Duncan caught her arm, firmly drawing her back to face him.

      “One thing, Adele. If your retainers are indeed under your command, given Reginald’s demise, then warn them well that I’ll not have my serving women suffer any abuse during your short visit. Have your own maidservants see to their lusty amusements, not mine. Are we understood?”

      Just as firmly easing her arm from his grasp, Adele gave a regal nod. “Of course, brother. We are simply guests here, for however long our stay. Not marauders. Oh, and as for your own lusty amusements, I’ve met—now, what was her name? Ah, yes, Flanna. Pretty enough for an Irish wench, though I’ve seen prettier. I enjoy some comfort that your longheld grief hasn’t kept you from taking women to your bed. Sleep soundly.”

      Again she gave a curious smile, but Duncan didn’t tarry to wonder at its meaning, her words alone a none-too-subtle taunt. That Adele had met his mistress Flanna—damn his sister! She was already sniffing into matters that were none of her concern, and after a stay of only a few hours’ time!

      So it appeared, an interminable day that had merely plagued him before now become a blight of epic proportions. Striding past Gerard, he thought to stop and warn him of the beautiful yet voracious fox now in their midst, but a sharp tug at his cloak distracted him.

      He spun around yet saw no one, until an amused cackle made him look down. No higher than his knees stood a misshapen little man wearing a bright red cloak and a matching cap, Adele’s court jester, who grinned at him from ear to ear and made a lewd gesture jabbing a stubby finger into a circle formed by his other thumb and forefinger.

      “Sweet dreams, Baron. Sweet dreams!”

      Before Duncan could utter an oath, the dwarf scuttled away and took refuge under a nearby table, which was a very good thing. Harboring dark fantasies of throwing Adele’s entire entourage into the moat, the time-honored tradition of hospitality to one’s guests be damned, Duncan was only too glad to leave the hall. That the sanctity of his home had been so shattered was almost more than he could bear.

      “My lord! My lord, wait!”

      He didn’t wait. Faustis was puffing with exertion as the steward caught up with him at the tower stairs leading to his private apartment.

      “My lord, there is something I must tell—”

      “Not now, Faustis!”

      “But my lord—”

      “Not now!” And he meant it, Duncan taking the stone steps three at a time, his fury only mildly abating as the noise from the great hall began to recede. He didn’t stop until he had slammed the door to his bedchamber behind him and thrown the bolt, the quiet which greeted him making him swear with relief.
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      Peace.

      If there was any refuge for him at Longford Castle, it was this place, a group of well-appointed rooms including the outer chamber, where he now flung off his cloak and began to strip from his armor, a huge bedchamber, and a smaller side room that held his precious collection of books and an oaken table, where he would sit and work often late into the night. But this evening he thought only of sleep, the bone weariness he’d felt earlier returning like a heavy blow and making him feel a man older than his twenty-eight winters.

      Long bloody years of fighting in King John’s armies had made it so. His body bore the marks of many battles, the worst one a deep, ugly scar across his chest that had nearly cost him his life. Yet it had won him, too, a king’s gratitude, his reward the very land upon which Longford Castle stood.

      A fierce sense of possession gripping him, Duncan dropped his hauberk upon a bench, the chain mail thunking heavily. Again the calming silence was broken as his stockings and shoes of mail, made of one piece, followed, and he wondered then why Flanna hadn’t come from the bedchamber to greet him. Not so tired that he didn’t feel a jolt of desire at the thought of her soft lips and willing body, Duncan felt renewed irritation, too, that Adele had found his Irish mistress somehow lacking.

      “Dammit, man, you’ll think of that blasted woman no more this night!” he vowed angrily to himself, though he knew that forcing his half sister from his mind would be impossible. That she was under his roof, her very presence an unwelcome reminder of all in his life he wanted to forget, permeated his thoughts as the offensively sweet smell of her perfume had the great hall.

      With an emphatic curse, Duncan stripped off his padded gambeson and then hauled his sweaty undertunic over his head, the air in the chamber suddenly cool against his bare skin. Flexing sore muscles, he knew he could use a bath, the long day’s stink upon him, but he couldn’t stomach summoning servants for the commotion they would bring with the hot water. Instead he strode into the next room, a spacious chamber bathed in dim light from the low guttering fire in the hearth.

      As quiet as the anteroom, Duncan’s gaze went at once to the massive canopied bed, Flanna snuggled so deeply under the covers that he could barely see the top of her dark head.

      Strange, that she could be too tired to greet him. Usually wine would be poured, a sensual welcome in her teasing green eyes. Wondering if Adele had said something to distress her, he decided against waking her, afraid of the flood of tears that might provoke. If there was anything that wearied him about Flanna, it was her petulant nature; any small slight on the part of the servants was sure to bring on a bout of pouting or weeping. At first it had amused him, but now…

      Sighing heavily, Duncan poured his own goblet of wine from the pitcher placed near the bed, then settled into a carved chair in front of the hearth. He stretched out his legs, kneading a stiff muscle in his thigh, the fire warming his flesh if not his mood. He lifted the goblet and drank deeply, then leaned his head back against the chair and closed his eyes.

      It wasn’t Flanna’s petulance that wearied him. In truth, no woman amused him for long. It was an impossible thing, a cold fact to which he’d grown accustomed. None could ever compare…would ever compare, to Gisele.

      He really hadn’t thought of her for weeks, tried not to think of her at all, but now her image seemed to drift in front of him—her long honey hair rivaling the brightness of the sun, her smile, the love shining in her eyes, as radiant—making his stomach knot and his heart thunder. Any tears had been shed long ago, but the piercing ache inside him remained as surely as he breathed.

      She was to have been his bride. But he had lost her. Only days before the secret wedding they had planned, fate dealt the cruelest of blows. And now Adele had come to Ireland to help him find a wife…

      A laugh as grim as Duncan felt echoed around the chamber, his throat grown so painfully tight that he could barely finish his wine. Settle for another after he had known perfection? The sound of the empty goblet, too, scraping upon the stone floor when he set it down, seemed as bleak, and he scowled when a soft sigh came from the bed.

      God’s teeth, he was in no fit temper to contend with Flanna’s complaints! Hoping that he hadn’t woken her, he rose and moved silently to the bed, relieved to see that she still lay almost completely covered by blankets, her back to him. Which was odd, too, considering how she preferred to sleep cuddled against him, but tonight he was more than thankful for the respite.

      Just as quietly he stripped out of his braies and climbed in naked beside her, turning his back as well. He heard another small sigh, and felt her shift ever so slightly, but he ignored her and shut his eyes.
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      So quiet. So dark. Fearing she might be in her own grave, Maire couldn’t move for long moments, didn’t dare move, only the dull throbbing in her head convincing her finally that she was yet alive. But why then, did she feel as if she were smothering…?

      She blinked several times, something warm and soft over her face that slow recognition told her was no grave at all, but a woolen blanket that smelled of fresh air as if recently hung to dry in the sun—

      Jesu, Mary, and Joseph, the sun! Desperately she squeezed her eyes closed, but she could not shut out the horrible memories rushing in upon her. Pain, such dreadful pain, and blinding sunlight, and shrill feminine laughter that pounded within her skull like a thousand hammers. And Fiach, oh God, poor Fiach and the others…all slaughtered. Dead.

      Again she couldn’t move, her fear so sharp that she tasted blood from biting her lips. Where was she? Where were the Normans who had attacked them?

      More memories assaulted her, making her begin to tremble, making her remember the horror of being pursued, of lying helpless upon the ground, of a cool hand gliding like a mythic serpent across the side of her head. Words came to her, too, in a foreign tongue known to her only because Ronan had insisted his people learn well the language of their hated enemies, yet in her mind they were more sounds than sense. She had been in such fierce pain…

      Maire slowly, cautiously, lifted shaking fingers to just above her left temple, wincing at the sizable lump that ached dreadfully at her touch. She wondered then if she could sit up, even walk, for the wave of dizziness that assailed her when she lifted her head slightly and lowered the blanket to her chin, noticing out of the corner of her eye a low flicker of flames.

      Relief swept her, dulling some of her fear. She wasn’t completely in the dark. Yet the next moment she was stricken by confusion at her surroundings when she dared once more to lift her head.

      She had never seen such a place before, the dying fire in the hearth revealing a room of massive proportions enclosed by somber stone walls, a high, timbered ceiling, and a trio of narrow, arched windows. The furnishings puzzled her, too, sparse but heavy and richly carved, and the bed in which she lay with its vermilion canopy was as large as any she’d ever—

      Saints preserve her, a bed? She almost laughed nervously at herself in the next instant, though her heart had begun to pound. Of course she lay in a bed if she were smothered in blankets, her head upon a soft pillow, a sturdy mattress beneath her—oh, God, where was she?

      Panic clawing at her, Maire gave no heed to her dizziness and lifted herself onto her elbow, her hair falling across her bare breasts. Bare…? Incredulous, she stared at her nakedness, her heart nearly leaping from her chest at the sudden shifting beside her.

      “Dammit, Flanna, lie down. Go back to sleep.”

      Maire froze, a heavy masculine hand covering her shoulder.

      “Anything that’s troubling you, we’ll talk of tomorrow. Now lie down.”

      She couldn’t blink, couldn’t breathe, crying out when she was pushed gently but insistently back onto the pillow.

      “Woman, it’s too late for tears— Ah, God’s teeth, come here.”

      Maire was enveloped so suddenly in a powerful embrace, hard, muscular arms drawing her close, that she had no chance to fend off her captor. Stricken, she felt a warm nuzzling at her neck. Her heart pounded furiously as a callused palm covered a breast and squeezed gently, arousing shivers unlike anything she’d known. Yet when she felt his other splayed hand glide down her belly, his fingers slipping into the softness between her thighs while something rigid and wholly foreign to her nudged between her bottom—

      Maire’s shriek filled the air, her elbow grinding into her captor’s ribs with all her might as he swore in surprise and released her. Her only thought to flee, she lunged from the bed with such desperation that she forgot wholly her dizziness, forgot the limitations of her legs and went tumbling to the floor, tears of fright burning her eyes.

      “By the blood of God, what in blazes—?”

      Through her tangled hair she saw him come around the bed toward her, the Norman a hulking silhouette in the faint light and, Jesu help her, as naked as she! For she knew him to be an enemy, his marked accent one she could not forget.

      Terror filling her, she scooted away from him across the cold stone floor, knowing in her heart there was no escape, sobbing wretchedly that she had not legs with which to run, to save herself…

      Maire shrieked again when he caught her, fighting him and screeching as she’d never done before in her life as she was lifted into the air and carried back to the bed. But to her surprise the Norman merely wrenched a blanket from the mattress and then strode with her still struggling and flailing her arms to a chair in front of the hearth, where he plopped her down, his voice stern.

      “Here, wrap this around you. And don’t move, woman, do you understand me?”

      Dimly she felt herself nod, clutching the blanket to her breasts as he left her and went again to the bed, Maire so stunned she could but watch him grab a strange sort of breeches from the floor and don them. But he might as well still be naked for how snugly they fit his thighs, and her face grew hot as she thought of how he’d held her in the bed, the hardness of his body pressing against her…

      Maire swallowed and closed her eyes, shocked at herself, horrified that she would recall such a thing when her circumstances were so dire. Yet when she looked again, she was astonished anew that the Norman held out a brimming goblet to her, his expression grim but not unkind in the firelight.

      “Here, drink this wine. It will calm you.”

      Again she could but stare at him, his husky voice now more concerned than forbidding. Which made no sense. Not from everything she knew about Normans, everything she’d heard from Ronan and Niall over the years about their enemies’ vicious bloodlust and cruelty. And especially not from what she’d seen in the meadow, the bodies of her clansmen ruthlessly hacked to pieces.

      She must have paled, for the Norman took one of her trembling hands and gave her the goblet, then covering her hand with his own, brought the wine to her lips.

      “Drink.”

      Somehow she did, her face burning at how closely he leaned toward her. The jolt of red wine to her senses made her notice suddenly the striking cast of his features, his dark hair long to the neck much like Ronan’s, yet not wholly brown or black, and the deep, vicious scar across a chest of powerful breadth that was matted with hair just as dusky.

      His nearness made her notice, too, the smell of him, not clean like the blanket but sweaty and blatantly masculine, the scent of saddle and horses clinging to him. Flushing, she noticed as well the hard pressure of his fingers upon hers, and she suddenly began to choke.

      “Easy…” Duncan set down the goblet and moved to rub her back, but she recoiled from him so fearfully, still coughing, that he sat back on his haunches instead and waited until she recovered herself. That gave him a chance to study her, and to wonder again how the devil she had come to be in his bed.

      The wench was Irish, of that he had no doubt. She hadn’t needed to utter a word for him to discern her ancestry, her terrified reaction to him alone telling him much. She was no more comfortable with Normans, a plight shared by clans loyal to King John as well as not, than he had a clue to her presence in his chambers. Unless…

      Cold anger swept him, intuition once more gripping his gut.

      Damn the woman! Adele’s enigmatic smiles, her odd wish for him to have a pleasant night. Her criticism of Flanna that she’d seen prettier Irish women. And this wench was certainly lovely, beautiful in fact, her tangled midnight hair and eyes reddened from sobbing hardly marring her looks.

      Such exquisite gray eyes too, soft as a doe’s. He found himself staring into them, which was safer than at the tempting whiteness of her breasts, the blanket having drifted down when she began to choke on the wine. Unconsciously, he moved to lift the covering for her, but once more she drew away from him as if she thought him Satan reaching out to beckon her to hell.

      Duncan smiled grimly. As no doubt she did. He lifted the goblet and held it out to her. “More?”

      She shook her head, then grimaced so painfully that he wondered if she’d been hurt when she tumbled from the bed. Only then did he notice the swelling above her left temple, and he tensed. He hadn’t seen her strike her head. Then how…?

      Dark questions filling him, Duncan rose so suddenly that she cried out, grabbing the blanket beneath her chin like a shield as she looked up at him wide-eyed. Her stunning gaze held such distress, such fear, and such confusion too, that he could only wonder at what harsh events had brought her to Longford Castle.

      Duncan cursed at that thought and strode for the outer chamber, any hope now for a peaceful night shattered.

      Was this some form of trickery on Adele’s part, the wench a chieftain’s daughter who’d been wrested from her home and brought to his bed as a ploy to force him to wed her? That his half sister might have contrived such a thing just to secure him a wife—indeed, if he’d taken the wench as he’d damned well come very close to doing, believing she was Flanna…

      Pulling open the door, Duncan felt a hard stirring in his loins that did nothing but further stoke his fury, the memory of the wench’s silken, heated flesh parting beneath his fingers foremost on his mind as he roared down the stairs.

      “Faustis!”
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